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ABSTRACT
CLIMBING THE BROKEN LADDER: A NARRATIVE EXPLORATION OF HOW
RACIALLY AND ECONOMICALLY MINORITIZED STUDENTS SUCCESSFULLY
NAVIGATE THE COLLEGE PATHWAY
Sugeni Altagracia Pérez-Sadler

Sixty-six years after Brown v. Board of Education’s (1954), disparities in
educational opportunity and outcomes continue to be a major civil rights issue that
threatens the well-being of our society (Chetty et al., 2018; Farmer-Hinton, 2008a).
Despite the often-explored systemic barriers and oppressive forces, many do enroll in
college and persist (Harper et al., 2018). This research applied the frameworks of Critical
Race Theory (CRT) and Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth Model (CCW) to explore
the barriers low-income Black and Latinx students face in accessing higher education and
examine what these students might have in the way of personal assets that would explain
their enrollment and intent to persist (Bryan et al., 2020; Holland, 2017; Solórzano &
Yosso, 2001; Yosso, 2005). Data was collected through semistructured interviews with
six low-income Black and Latinx students who shared stories about their precollege and
college experiences. The interviews revealed that these students have support system with
their families, peers, communities and educational institutions that foster their community
cultural wealth and empower them to successfully navigate structural forces and gain
entry into higher education. The findings from this research suggest that educational
settings must employ culturally responsive approaches that reject deficit models and
utilize students’ cultural assets.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
But now more than ever before, America is challenged to realize its noble dream,
for the shape of the world today does not permit us the luxury of an anemic
democracy… And the price that the United States must pay for the continued
exploitation and oppression of the Negro and other minority groups is the price of
its own destruction.
—Martin Luther King, Jr., The American Dream (1964)
Generations of Americans have viewed higher education as a way to advance into
the middle class and achieve economic success greater than their parents. Policymakers,
researchers, and educators have increasingly examined postsecondary completion rates
due to concerns about workforce skills development in a global, knowledge-based
economy (de Brey et al., 2019). According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020),
the number of jobs in the United States requiring at least 1 year of postsecondary
education will increase at double the rate of jobs requiring a high school diploma or less
between 2018 and 2028. Studies have also shown that the average bachelor’s-degree
holder has double the lifetime earnings of the average high school graduate (Chetty et al.,
2018). Now more than ever, the American dream of economic opportunity and financial
security correlates with educational attainment. Even amid the COVID-19 pandemic and
the resultant economic downturn, the national unemployment rate was 4.8% for workers
with bachelor’s or advanced degrees, 9% for workers with only high school diplomas,
and 8.1% for those with some college but no degrees (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2020). Unfortunately, the current educational attainment rates do not align with the needs
of a rapidly changing labor market. Although 90% of all U.S. adults complete high
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school, only 61% enroll in college, with 11% of those earning associate’s degrees and
33% earning bachelor’s degrees (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020).
The increasing diversity of the nation’s population has indicated the increasing
need for the higher education attainment of students from marginalized groups. Over the
past 20 years, the number of racially minoritized communities in the United States has
increased dramatically. The U.S. Census Bureau suggested that by 2043, the racial and
ethnic groups labeled as minorities will become the majority (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020).
As of 2019, White students were no longer the majority of U.S. public school students
(48.8%; Frankenberg et al., 2019). In urban communities, such as New York City, lowincome Black and Latinx students represent the overwhelming majority of students. For
the 2020–2021 academic year, among the 1.1 million students in the New York City
Department of Education [NYCDOE], 73% were economically disadvantaged, 65.5%
were Latinx or Black (40.8% and 24.7%, respectively), and 31.3% were Asian or White
(16.5% and 14.8%, respectively; NYCDOE, 2021).
Statement of the Problem
As policymakers, educators, and families embrace postsecondary credentials as
the minimum requirements to achieve the American Dream, a clear need exists to move
more Black and Latinx students to and through college. Although the postsecondary
enrollment rates of students from marginalized groups (e.g., low-income, Black1, Latinx,
first-generation college students) have increased, significant gaps remain in college
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readiness, access, and success across race, ethnicity, and income groups (Holland, 2017;
Lumina Foundation, 2020; Roderick et al., 2009). The persistent gaps in the college
pipeline and racially minoritized students’ demographic shift to becoming the new
majority indicate the urgent need to close racial equity gaps. Therefore, closing racial
equity gaps must be a key component of any broad policy agenda for addressing
structural inequality in the United States (Baker et al., 2018; Carnevale et al., 2018;
Chetty et al., 2017; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2016).
From 2010 to 2018, the college enrollment rates immediately following high
school increased for students from all racial and ethnic groups except for Asian and
Black, whose enrollment rates remained the same (National Center of Educational
Statistics [NCES], 2020; see Figure 1).
Figure 1
Immediate College Enrollment Rates by Race/Ethnicity

Increasing numbers of racially minoritized students have begun enrolling in
postsecondary institutions. However, with the exception of Asians, minoritized students’
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rates continue to lag behind those of their White peers. Between 1976 and 2018, Asian
and White school graduates had higher college participation rates than Black and Latinx
graduates (Cahalan et al., 2020). Improving college access has not necessarily produced
more equitable outcomes for low-income Black and Latinx students, as they remain less
likely to complete college degrees than their White, Asian, and economically advantaged
counterparts (Gibbons et al., 2019).
The National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2020) found racial and
ethnic gaps in college persistence rates. Asians and White students persisted or returned
to higher education institutions at higher rates (87.5% and 80.6%, respectively) than
Latinx and Black students (71.3% and 66.3%, respectively). The number of high school
graduates who immediately matriculate has increased substantially; however, significant
college completion disparities remain. The National Center for Educational Statistics
(NCES; 2018) identified the highest 6-year graduation rate for Asian students (74%),
followed by White (64%), Latinx (54%), Black (40%), and American Indian/Alaska
Native (39%) students.
Socioeconomic status also has an impact on college enrollment and completion.
The National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2019) found that income was the
strongest predictor of immediate college enrollment. As such, students from low-poverty
schools were 25% more likely to enroll in college immediately after high school than
those from high-poverty schools (76% and 54%, respectively). The report defined highpoverty schools as high schools in which 75% of students have eligibility for the free and
reduced-price lunch program. According to the NCES (2019), high-income students are
eight times more likely to earn bachelor’s degrees by the age of 24 than their counterparts
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from low-income backgrounds. These data aligns with Ness and Tucker (2008), who
found race/ethnicity and socioeconomic factors were the most significant variables in
college access and completion.
Measures of educational achievement also highly correlate with parental
education. The American Community Survey indicated that 66 out of 100 high-income
students entering college earn a bachelor’s degree 6 years later, compared to only 21 out
of 100 low-income and first-generation students (Cahalan et al., 2020). While the
percentage of students who are the first in their families to go to college continues to
decline, the rates of first-generation students remain higher among Latinx, Black, and
Indigenous individuals than their White and Asian counterparts. For example, in 2017,
80% of Latinx, 79% of Indigenous, and 74% of Black students were first-generation
college students compared to only half of White (48%) and a third of Asian (32%)
students (de Brey et al., 2019).
Numerous studies have focused on the gaps in the college pipeline. Unfortunately,
cultural deficit framing, the characterization of racially minoritized students as lacking
the ability to succeed in higher education, remains a dominant concept in most scholarly
discourse on minoritized students (Sharma, 2018; Welton & Martinez, 2013). The deficit
narrative suggests that racially minoritized communities value education less and thereby
invest less in or support children less in educational pursuits. However, this incomplete
narrative has not addressed the systemic barriers faced by these students (Farmer-Hinton,
2008; Ladson-Billings, 2006). Students from marginalized populations (e.g., low-income,
first-generation college, Black, Latinx) disproportionately attend underfunded schools
and have limited access to college readiness resources (Baker & Weber, 2016; Farmer-
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Hinton, 2008; Martinez, 2021). Without adequate college planning resources and
systemic structures for ensuring college readiness, students of this target population
regularly face poverty and disenfranchisement (Dyce et al., 2013; Farmer-Hinton, 2008;
Perna et al., 2018). Spending disparities and other designed structural inequities have
kept these students disproportionately bound to the least mobile socioeconomic positions,
including prisoners, low-ranking military positions, and service laborers (Chetty et al.,
2018; EdBuild, 2019; Farmer-Hinton, 2008).
Addressing these disparities and improving the college completion of racially
minoritized students could be a way to solve generational poverty and develop the human
capital of the nation (Bowman & Culver, 2018; Chetty et al., 2017; Lumina Foundation,
2020). The low college persistence and graduation rates of students from marginalized
populations have shown that inequality is one of the most persistent features of the
nation’s education system. Ultimately, these oppressive structural inequities do not
benefit the United States (Darling-Hammond, 2007; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Kozol, 2005;
Ladson-Billings, 2006; Patton, 2016). In fact, a City GPS study (2020) suggested the U.S.
economy would have benefited from an estimated $16 trillion if racial gaps for Blacks
had closed 20 years ago.
This study occurred during a time of great uncertainty about U.S. postsecondary
education and inequalities. The COVID-19 pandemic and the resultant economic
downturn, partial and total lockdowns, and rapid switch to online education disrupted
students’ lives worldwide. For example, in September 2020, school closures affected
4,234 higher education institutions and 25,798,790 students (Addison & Murray, 2020).
Although it is a challenge to predict the long-term effects of COVID-19, researchers have
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predicted adverse effects on the learning outcomes, graduation rates, employability, and
job prospects of marginalized students for generations to come (Taylor et al., 2020).
Researchers and practitioners have posited that the COVID-19 pandemic could
cause more disruption to higher education than any previous economic downturn or
recession. Although the U.S. currently has low undergraduate attendance, “Graduates of
higher-income, low minority, and suburban high schools continue to demonstrate higher
levels of college enrollment than their counterparts from low-income, high minority, and
urban high schools” (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2020, p. 5). Thus,
the COVID-19 pandemic seems to have contributed to the existing enrollment gaps,
particularly for students from racially segregated, high-poverty schools (Friga, 2020).
In addition to the pandemic, national protests and a renewed focus on racial
justice and civil rights reforms have had a significant impact on the United States. The
nationwide protests began after the May 2020 murder of George Floyd, a 46-year-old
Black man killed in Minneapolis, Minnesota, by a White police officer who knelt on his
neck for 9 minutes. The numerous murders of unarmed Black people have shown that
despite significant social change over the 160 years since emancipation, racial oppression
remains endemic and interwoven in societal and institutional structures (Bonilla-Silva,
2018; Hurtado et al., 2015). The intensified focus on racial equity and justice across the
nation has caused many to pay attention to the systemic equity issues built into every
institution. Education is no exception.
Sixty-six years after Brown v. Board of Education (1954), disparities in
educational opportunities and outcomes continue to be major civil rights issues that
threaten societal well-being (Cahalan et al., 2020; Chetty et al., 2018; Farmer-Hinton,
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2008). Despite the Supreme Court’s declaration that education “is a right which must be
made available to all on equal terms” and more recent promises to leave no child behind
(No Child Left Behind, 2001), unequal access to educational opportunities and outcomes
continue in a two-tiered educational system substantially “separate and unequal”
(Carnevale & Strohl, 2013; Darling-Hammond, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 2006). Structural
forces entrenched in U.S. society, including racial segregation and inadequate funding,
present barriers for marginalized students, particularly low-income Black and Latinx
learners. Minoritized students continue to struggle to navigate the educational path at
every stage of the college pipeline, from access and enrollment to persistence and
graduation (Darling-Hammond, 2001; Dyce et al., 2013; Knight-Manuel et al., 2019).
Despite systemic barriers and oppressive forces, many racially minoritized students enroll
in college and persist (Harper et al., 2018). The reflections and counterstories collected in
this study could contribute to informing policy and practices for closing college
completion gaps and addressing the nation’s major economic and civil rights injustices.
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this qualitative narrative inquiry was to explore the structural and
cultural barriers that low-income Black and Latinx students face accessing higher
education and the personal assets that contribute to the students’ enrollment and
persistence (Bryan et al., 2020; Garrison & Gardner, 2012; Holland, 2017; Yosso, 2005).
Additionally, this study was a means to understand the implications of Yosso’s (2006)
community cultural wealth framework when put into practice. This research presented the
voices of low-income Black and Latinx students, as much of the college access literature
does not give their perspectives (Holland, 2017; Welton & Martinez, 2013).
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The theoretical frameworks of critical race theory (CRT) and community cultural
wealth (CCW) present educational inequality as a learning problem of institutional actors
(i.e., policymakers, researchers, and educators) rather than of students, which tends to be
the dominant interpretation in the literature (Bensimon, 2005, 2020; Malcom-Piqueux &
Bensimon, 2017). Findings from this study provided K-12 and higher education
policymakers, practitioners, and researchers with insights useful for designing equitable
and culturally responsive college access policies, programs, and initiatives to produce
equitable outcomes for all students.
Theoretical Frameworks
Racial disparities in college access and graduation rates “are a top concern across
institutions of higher education, yet scholars and practitioners rarely look to racism to
explain these disparities” (Harper, 2012, p. 115). CRT was the framework used to guide
this study and review the literature on the (a) systemic and cultural barriers to racially and
economically minoritized students accessing higher education, (b) assets of marginalized
students that empower them to overcome oppression, and (c) potential actions
institutional leaders can take to improve student success outcomes.
Critical Race Theory
CRT is an epistemological and methodological framework for revealing and
challenging the power and oppression dynamics between racialized groups (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2017). In the 1970s, activists, civil rights leaders, and legal scholars designed
CRT to challenge the stalling or rolling back of 1960s civil rights era advancements
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Although CRT originated as a legal movement, its
influence has spread to many academic disciplines (Crenshaw, 2011; Delgado &
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Stefancic, 2017). Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) applied CRT to the field of education
to understand and disrupt educational inequality. According to Solórzano and Yosso
(2001), CRT in education is a way to
Develop a pedagogy, curriculum, and research agenda that accounts for the role of
race and racism in U.S. education and to work toward the elimination of racism as
part of a larger goal of eliminating all forms of subordination in education. (pp. 2–
3)
This study utilized the five educational tenets of CRT (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001) to
explore and challenge educational injustices in the public school system (see Table 1).
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Table 1
Five Tenets of Critical Race Theory in Education
CRT tenet

Explanation of tenet

Centrality of race and
racism in society

Asserts that racism is a permanent component of American
life. Racism also intersects with forms of subordination
based on gender, class, sexuality, language, culture, and
immigrant status.

Challenge the dominant
ideology

Questions claims of objectivity and neutrality and refutes
colorblind and meritocracy claims.

Centrality of
experiential
knowledge

Asserts that the knowledge and lived experience of racially
minoritized people is appropriate, legitimate, and an
integral part in analyzing and understanding racial
inequality.

Interdisciplinary
perspective

Insists that race and racism be placed in both historical and
contemporary contexts using interdisciplinary methods
and reflect multiple perspectives.

Commitment to social
justice

Aims to eliminate all forms of subordination of people.
Commitment to transform society and challenge societal
inequities.

Note. Adapted from “From Racial Stereotyping and Deficit Discourse Toward a Critical
Race Theory in Teacher Education,” by D. G. Solórzano and T. J. Yosso, 2001,
Multicultural Education, 9(1), pp. 2–8.
Wide equity gaps remain despite numerous postsecondary policy and
programmatic interventions. These interventions have not successfully addressed the
college completion of minoritized students, specifically low-income Black and Latinx
learners. This study included students who overcame oppressive factors and successfully
moved to and through educational institutions not designed to include racially
minoritized students from low-income backgrounds (Harper et al., 2018; Knight-Manuel
et al., 2019; Yosso, 2005).
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Community Cultural Wealth
Yosso’s (2005) CCW contains CRT tenets and principles. Educators and
educational researchers can use CCW to understand the experiences of minoritized
students who have successfully accessed and completed higher education (Holland,
2017). Yosso defined cultural wealth as “an array of knowledge, skills, abilities, and
contacts possessed and utilized by Communities of Color to survive and resist macro and
micro forms of oppression” (p. 77). As shown in Figure 2, cultural wealth includes
aspirational, familial, linguistic, navigational, resistance, and social capital. Yosso’s
CCW model provided a framework to explore the types of capital college students from
marginalized populations use to thrive despite varying forms of oppression.
Figure 2
Yosso’s Six Community Cultural Wealth Factors

Familial Capital:
Cultural knowledge
developed through family

Aspirational Capital:
Maintaining hopes and
dreams in the face of
barriers

Navigational Capital:
Skills of maneuvering
through institutions

Community
Cultural
Wealth
Social Capital:
Networks within your
community that can
provide resources and
support

Linguistic Capital:
Develop communication
skills through various
experiences

Resistant Capital:
Knowledge and skills
developed through
challenging inequality

Note. From “Whose Culture Has Capital?” by T. J. Yosso, 2005, Race, Ethnicity and
Education, 8(1), pp. 69–91.
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Significance of the Study
College attainment gaps between students from marginalized communities and
their economically advantaged White counterparts do not align with the view that higher
education is the great equalizer and a social and economic ladder (Carnevale & Strohl,
2020; Holland, 2017). The postsecondary participation of minoritized students is a crucial
safeguard for their civil rights and a healthy economy (Harper et al., 2018). This study
has significance, as it included students from marginalized communities in college access
conversations. Little research has focused on the assets minoritized students use to
navigate the college pipeline and how educational institutions can build on those assets
(Delgado Bernal, 2002; Holland, 2017; Yosso, 2005). Learning directly from students
could help policymakers and practitioners understand the complexity of navigating the
process and the importance of employing antideficit supports to empower students in
using their cultural assets to succeed in higher education (Aleman, 2017; Solórzano &
Yosso, 2002; Yosso, 2006).
Research Questions
The purpose of this qualitative narrative inquiry was to explore the structural and
cultural barriers that low-income Black and Latinx students face accessing higher
education and the personal assets that contribute to the students’ enrollment and
persistence (Bryan et al., 2020; Garrison & Gardner, 2012; Holland, 2017; Yosso, 2005).
The findings could fill the knowledge gap of how minoritized students leverage their
assets to successfully navigate their precollege and college environments (Delgado

13

Bernal, 2002; Holland, 2017; Yosso, 2005). The following research questions guided this
study:
1. What personal and institutional factors do low-income Black and Latinx
college students perceive as having contributed to or hindered getting into and
persisting in college?
2. What aspects of students’ community cultural wealth empowered them to gain
access and persist in college?
3. What do students say about how educational institutions can change their
practices to increase college access and eliminate college completion gaps?
Design and Methods
Centering the voices and experiences of commonly unheard or marginalized
populations within education is a central tenet of CRT (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001). This
qualitative narrative inquiry focused on the narratives of low-income Black and Latinx
students in New York City. The narrative inquiry design was an appropriate approach for
examining the individual experiences and local contexts central to this research
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell & Poth, 2018). This study explored the systemic
barriers that low-income Black and Latinx students must overcome to gain entry to
higher education and the cultural assets that empowered them to succeed. The study
utilized the CRT method of counterstorytelling, which is a way to share the narratives or
experiences that differ from the dominant narrative (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
Counterstorytelling and counternarratives are a way to deconstruct the use of a single
story or the “master narrative,” which “creates, maintains, and justifies racism” through
the perpetuation of stories about the “low educational achievement and attainment of
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students of color” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 27). Thus, this study included narratives
counter to or against the dominant ideology to focus on the life experiences of
marginalized students from their perspectives. Data were collected through
semistructured interviews on students’ experiences in the college pathway.
Attempting to understand the experiences of marginalized students in U.S. higher
education can be daunting. This study intentionally used the term “racially minoritized”
instead of “minority students,” as minority status is the direct result of systematic
processes for keeping people deemed as the cultural minority in positions of less power
and influence (Harper, 2012; Vaccaro & Newman, 2016). Minoritized students in higher
education include Black, Latinx, and Indigenous students and low-income and firstgeneration students (Harper, 2012; Pérez, 2017).
The term “Black” was used as a broad description of African Americans and the
African diaspora. The scholars of the data and literature used for this study classified
students either as Black or African American. As used throughout this study, Black
indicates the broadest level of racial category. Furthermore, while scholars have used the
term “Hispanic” to describe individuals from Latin American origins, this study included
“Latinx” as a gender-neutral option for this ethnic identity. Lastly, this study did not
include Asian or Indigenous students. The research occurred in New York City, where
70% of public school students are low-income Black or Latinx learners. Therefore, this
research focused on those student populations (NYCDOE, 2021).
Definition of Terms
The key terms used frequently in this study were:
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College completion rate. A 6-year graduation rate (150% graduation rate) for
first-time, full-time undergraduate students who began pursuing bachelor’s degrees at 4year degree-granting institutions (NCES, 2020).
College enrollment rate. The percentage of 18- to 24-year-old (traditional
college-age) undergraduate students enrolled in 2- or 4-year institutions (NCES, 2020).
College graduation. The state of having obtained any degree after high school,
including associate and bachelor’s degrees; also defined as “college completion” and
“college success.”
College readiness. “A process to develop postsecondary aspirations and
expectations, gain awareness of one’s interests and abilities, and receive support and
information for college access and success” (Savitz-Romer & Bouford, 2012, p. 99).
College readiness is the preparation to enter college, ranging from rigorous course-taking
and academic excellence to good study habits and interpersonal skills.
College persistence rate. The percentage of first-time entering students who
return to college at any institution for their second year (National Student Clearinghouse
Research Center, 2020). This study focused on college persistence, as it indicates a
student’s ability to work toward degree attainment.
College retention. The ability of an institution of higher education to retain a
student from admission through graduation (National Student Clearinghouse Research
Center, 2020).
Counterstories/counternarratives. A qualitative method of telling the stories of
experiences often untold through the voices of individuals underrepresented, disregarded,
or mischaracterized in the prevailing literature (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
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Cultural capital. Valuable capital that consists of the knowledge, competence,
skills, and abilities of a culture that is a means of mobility and promotion within society
(Strayhorn, 2010).
Deficit model. A view suggesting that racially minoritized students are illequipped to attain educational mobility due to their inability to adapt and assimilate to
mainstream society (Sharma, 2018).
First-generation students. Students who are the first in their immediate families
to attend college and whose parents have not earned postsecondary credentials (Ishitani,
2006).
Latinx. A person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central American,
or other Spanish origin, regardless of race (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). The “x” in the
term is a way to negate the gender binary and present a gender-neutral option for the
Latino ethnic identity (Salinas & Lozano, 2017). The Office of Management and Budget
(OMB) requires U.S agency officials to use the terms Latino or Hispanic when reporting
data (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018).
Low-income. A descriptor for an individual whose family has a taxable income
that does not exceed 150% of the poverty guideline amount of $25,100 for a family of
four. Thus, a low-income family of four cannot exceed $37,650 in earnings (U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2018).
Minoritized students. The students underserved, underrepresented, and at a
higher risk of attrition (Vaccaro & Newman, 2016). This study included the intentional
usage of the term “racially minoritized” instead of “students of color” or “minority
students” to indicate that minority status is the direct result of systematic processes for
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keeping people deemed as the cultural minority in positions of less power and influence
(Harper, 2012; Vaccaro & Newman, 2016). Furthermore, this study included the term
“minoritized students” interchangeably with “historically excluded students,”
“marginalized students,” and “underserved students.”
Postsecondary education. Education that occurs after high school and includes
programs for high school graduates, including 2-year colleges, 4-year colleges, and
vocational and technical schools (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center,
2020).
Racism. The “means by which society allocates privilege and status” (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2017, p. 21).
Organization of the Study
This study has five chapters. The first chapter provided an introduction and
overview of the racially marginalized students in higher education. Additionally, Chapter
1 introduced the state of college access and completion and the study’s theoretical
frameworks. Chapter 2 contains a review of the relevant literature on the structural and
cultural barriers to college access and success and the study’s theoretical lens of CRT and
CCW (Yosso, 2005). Chapter 3 presents the study’s methodology, including the research
design, data collection, data analysis strategies, ethical considerations, and
trustworthiness. Chapter 4 presents a summary of the findings in relation to the guiding
research questions. The final chapter includes a discussion of the findings contextualized
by the relevant literature, the guiding research questions, and suggestions for further
research.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF RELATED RESEARCH
The problem of the 20th century is the problem of the color line.
― W. E. B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (1903)
This review contains literature on the students underrepresented in higher
education, specifically those who are racially minoritized and economically
disadvantaged (Baker & Weber, 2016; Bryan et al., 2017; Farmer-Hinton, 2008;
Jayakumar et al., 2013; Welton & Martinez, 2013; Yosso, 2005). This information is
important because postsecondary education is one of the main ways of achieving the socalled American Dream of economic progress and social mobility. However, a college
degree remains out of reach for many (Carnevale et al., 2020). Although 90% of all U.S.
adults complete high school, only 61% enroll in college, with 11% earning associate’s
degrees and 33% earning bachelor’s degrees (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). Furthermore,
rates of higher education access and degree attainment have not increased equally by
race. Completion gaps have contributed to the racial wealth divide and obstructed social
mobility (Emmons & Ricketts, 2017; Strayhorn, 2010; Wells, 2008). Black and Latinx
students have higher dropout and lower retention and graduation rates than White and
Asian students (Kim et al., 2017).
This chapter contains a review of the literature specific to college access and
success, cultural capital, CRT, CCW, deficit perspectives in education, and inequitable
educational opportunities. This literature review on the educational challenges and
successes of low-income Black and Latinx students in higher education commences by
presenting this study’s theoretical frameworks of CRT and CCW. The second section
presents a brief history of inequitable access to education in the United States and the
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barriers to higher education for low-income Black and Latinx students. The third section
addresses the policy and organizational responses to these inequalities and their
limitations for addressing educational disparities. Finally, the fourth section focuses on
the contemporary and persistent barriers to marginalized students’ college enrollment,
readiness, persistence and graduation opportunities, and outcomes.
Theoretical Frameworks
Exploring the experiences of successful low-income Black and Latinx college
students required theoretical frameworks on racism and structured inequalities within the
U.S. educational system and the personal factors that enable racially minoritized students
to overcome these barriers (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings, 2006). Thus,
the CRT and Yosso’s (2005) CCW model provided an appropriate framework to learn
directly from the participants about the complex and overlapping factors that empowered
them to overcome obstacles and successfully navigate the college pipeline.
Critical Race Theory
CRT originated with critical legal studies in the 1970s, when scholars challenged
assertions of the impartiality of the U.S. legal system regarding race, gender, and power
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Bell (1995), DelgadoBernal (2002), Crenshaw (1991), and
Matsuda (1987) argued that critical legal studies did not provide strategies for social
transformation because they did not adequately address racism or include the lived
experiences of oppressed groups in the post-civil rights era (Ladson-Billings, 2006;
Patton, 2016; Yosso, 2005).
The CRT framework contains the fundamental understanding that racism is a
systemic and deeply rooted issue within the United States (Bell, 1995; Zorn, 2018).
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According to Taylor (2009), CRT scholars “redefined racism as not the act of individuals,
but the larger, systemic, structural conventions and customs that uphold and sustain
oppressive group relationships, status, income, and educational attainment” (p. 4). The
goal of CRT is to understand how society is built around racial hierarchies and how to
transform them (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). CRT scholars often use “storytelling,
narrative, autobiography, and parable as a way to expose and challenge social
constructions of race, in addition to refuting notions of merit and colorblindness” (Taylor,
2009, p. 8). Scholars have expanded CRT to address the different cultural contexts and
experiences of marginalized groups, such as women, Indigenous Americans, and Latinx.
Latino/a CRT (LatCrit), feminist critical studies (FemCrit), Asian CRT (AsianCrit), and
Tribal CRT (TribalCrit) are some of the major branches of CRT that have emerged over
the last few decades (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017)
However, CRT is not without criticism. From the theory’s inception, mainstream
legal scholars dismissed CRT as the “lunatic core of radical legal egalitarianism”
(Crenshaw, 2011, p. 1310). Opponents have argued that CRT scholars inject race into
what should be a colorblind system; however, critics tend to see racism as individuals’
racist behaviors and not a systemic problem (Bonilla-Silva, 2018). Colorblindness, or
postracialism, is the belief that significant racial progress has occurred and the state no
longer has to address race-based decision-making or race-based remedies (Bonilla-Silva,
2018; Patton, 2016). Other CRT scholars have argued that White people see
discrimination as a sin of the past and feel that individuals today should not be held
responsible for sociohistorical wrongs (Bonilla-Silva, 2018; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017).
Most recently, President Trump introduced two executive orders to federal agencies to
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end racial sensitivity training on topics such as White privilege and CRT, calling them
“divisive, anti-American propaganda” that threatens American unity (Schwartz, 2020,
para. 1).
Although President Biden reversed Trump’s federal ban in June 2021, over two
dozen state lawmakers advanced bills to prohibit public schools, including public
universities, from teaching CRT (Camera, 2021). Further, lawmakers have sought to
restrict what educators can and cannot teach about slavery in U.S. history and the
ongoing effects of racism in the United States. According to Ladson-Billings and Tate
(1995), “Race continues to be significant in explaining inequity in the United States as
the class- and gender-based explanations are not powerful enough to explain all of the
difference (or variance) in school experience and performance” (p. 51). Since its
formulation for education by Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995), CRT has been a powerful
framework for examining and challenging the effects of racism on educational structures,
policies, practices, and discourses that contribute to the “production of racialized
disparities and opportunity gaps” (Harper et al., 2009, p. 392).
Traditional College Access Models. Scholars have used sociological status
attainment theories, such as social and cultural capital, in college access research to
depict how students acquire the opportunities essential for completing each step in the
college pathway. Bourdieu (1986) described three types of capital: economic, social, and
cultural. Economic capital is a command over economic resources, such as cash. Social
capital consists of resources based on group memberships and networks of influence.
Cultural capital is an individual’s knowledge, skills, and advantages in society.
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According to social capital theory, schools are social networks of students,
teachers, counselors, and administrators who interact with curricular content, guidance,
resources, and values (Stanton-Salazar, 2011). Cultural capital theory suggests that U.S.
high schools and colleges tend to focus on the capital of White middle-class students and
families as the dominant norm of academic success and college enrollment (Chapman et
al., 2018; Welton & Martinez, 2013; Yosso, 2005). Based on this perspective,
underrepresented students lack knowledge and preparatory processes for college.
Throughout history and up to the modern day, the educational pipeline has
produced and contributed to inequity via the admission and favoring of students based on
historically valued forms of capital and assets (Farmer-Hinton, 2008b; Holland,
2017). Cox (2016) described most traditional and dominant college access frameworks as
inadequate because they do not address structural barriers and indicate that disappointing
outcomes result from students’ deficiencies. The cultural deficit perspective is “the idea
that students, particularly of low-SES backgrounds and of color, fail in school because
they and their families have internal defects or deficits that thwart the learning process”
(Valencia & Black, 2002, p. 83). Thus, the cultural deficit perspective suggests that
marginalized students’ deficits of dominant social and cultural capital obstruct their
success; therefore, a need exists for practices to remedy student deficiencies (Sharma,
2018; Yosso, 2005).
Traditional college access literature and frameworks have not addressed the paths
that racially minoritized students must navigate to attend higher education, such as racial
discrimination, socioeconomic status, financial aid, weak college preparatory curricula,
and a limited understanding of the college admissions process (Gaxiola Serrano, 2017).
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In addition, the dominant college access frameworks have not presented the resources
and skills that racially minoritized students need to navigate their educational pathways
(Allen et al., 2018; Welton & Martinez, 2013). Finally, most traditional college literature
has focused on how to fix student deficiencies. Therefore, researchers have not addressed
the complexity of developing effective programming and instructional practices to meet
the needs of marginalized students and build on the assets they bring to educational
settings (Knight-Manuel et al., 2019).
The evolving field of college access research shows that traditional deficit-based
models do not address the structural and cultural barriers that low-income Black and
Latinx students face and the personal assets that contribute to their pursuit of a college
education (Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Means et al., 2017; Welton & Martinez, 2013; Yosso,
2005). Improving college completion rates among marginalized students requires
education policymakers, educators, and researchers to rethink, redesign, and identify
promising practices for engaging and leveraging the cultural capital of minoritized
students (Jayakumar et al., 2013; Means & Pyne, 2017). Empirical research and
published narratives have shown that minoritized college students possess several forms
of unique capital. For example, minoritized students’ stories show how they have
overcome obstacles, such as financial challenges and other structural barriers (Holland,
2017; Murillo et al., 2017).
Community Cultural Wealth
A goal of this study was to disrupt the deficit narratives and explore the cultural
capital of low-income Black and Latinx college students with Yosso’s (2005) CCW
model. The CCW provided a framework to explore how students successfully navigate
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the college pipeline and thrive despite structural barriers. Employing an asset-based lens
facilitated recognizing how low-income Black and Latinx students and their communities
contribute to the educational setting. CCW and other assets are ways to mitigate the
barriers of marginalized students (Harper et al., 2018; Jayakumar et al., 2013). Cultural
capital, CRT, and anti-deficit framing influenced the design of the CCW model
(Bourdieu, 1988; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Harper, 2012; Patton, 2016).
In the cultural capital theory, Bourdieu (1986) described the system of social
reproduction in which the tastes and habits of the dominant class (or cultural capital)
receive the most rewards in schools. Social reproduction indicates how the members of
ruling groups control society through economic and political domination and their
cultural values (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). Yosso (2005), in a CRT approach to
cultural capital, contended that many types of cultural capital exist. According to Yosso,
systems of hierarchy and inequity are why society values certain types of capital
differently. Yosso acknowledged and validated that many minoritized students derive
their existing strengths and inherent abilities from their communities instead of
reproducing the capital valued in the dominant culture. Community cultural wealth is a
way to broaden theoretical conceptualizations of how racially minoritized students and
families use their cultural capital to navigate racial and social stereotypes and other
structural barriers (Holland, 2017; Murillo et al., 2017; Welton & Martinez, 2013).
Yosso (2005) suggested focusing on the cultural capital of marginalized
communities to change the narrative and show the strengths and wealth of those
communities. According to Yosso, CCW “focuses on and learns from an array of cultural
knowledge, skills, abilities, and contacts possessed by marginalized groups that often go
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unrecognized and unacknowledged” (p. 69). Individuals gain this capital from their
parents, community members, and a historical legacy of social justice. Such strength
presents as six types of capital: aspirational, navigational, resistant, familial, social, and
linguistic.


Aspirational capital “refers to the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the
future, even in the face of real and perceived barriers” (Yosso, 2005, p. 78).
Although parents of minoritized students may not have graduated from
college, they transfer their hopes and dreams to their children so they can
overcome real and perceived barriers to achieve their higher education goals
via a “culture of possibility” (p. 78).



Navigational capital refers to “skills of maneuvering through social
institutions” (Yosso, 2005, p. 80). Yosso (2005) asserted that academic
institutions were “not created with Communities of Color in mind” (p. 80).



Resistant capital is how a student resists oppression. Yosso (2005) contended
that “transformative resistant capital includes cultural knowledge of the
structures of racism and motivation to transform such oppressive structures”
(p. 81).



Familial capital is “cultural knowledge nurtured among familia (kin) that
carry a sense of community history, memory and cultural intuition” (Yosso,
2005, p. 79). Familial capital does not only apply to blood relations; it “may
include immediate family (living or long passed on) as well as aunts, uncles,
grandparents and friends who we might consider part of our familia” (p. 79).
In the CCW framework, families support students in a variety of ways,
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although they may not be able to provide guidance related to navigating life as
a college student.


Social capital consists of “peer and other social contacts that provide both
instrumental and emotional support to navigate through society’s institutions”
(Yosso, 2005, p. 79). Yosso (2005) noted that marginalized communities have
maintained a tradition of “lifting as we climb” to cultivate mutual support
networks (p. 80). Another critical element within social capital is “reassuring
the student emotionally that she/he is not alone in the process of pursuing
higher education” (p. 79).



Linguistic capital is how students use more than one language or
communication style to succeed. Yosso (2005) defined linguistic capital as
“the intellectual and social skills attained through communication experiences
in more than one language and/or style” (p. 78). Linguistic capital also
includes the storytelling traditions that students bring with them, including
“stories (cuentos) and proverbs (dichos)” (p. 79).

The CCW model indicates that different types of capital contribute to each other,
and individuals can use their existing capital to build upon other capital. Different capital
types could be why some minoritized students have the resources and agency to
overcome obstacles and successfully navigate the college pathway.
This study included the following five educational tenets of CRT to address the
related literature: the centrality of race, the challenge to the dominant ideology, the
centrality to experiential knowledge, the utilization of interdisciplinary approaches, and
commitment to social justice (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001). The following section presents
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the inequities in resources and opportunities faced by minoritized students. This literature
review is not a comprehensive discussion of all historical and contemporary barriers to
entry and completion. Rather, the goal of this review was to focus on the inequities that
policymakers, educators, and administrators should address to ensure equitable
opportunities and outcomes for low-income Black and Latinx students.
Brief History of Inequitable Access to Education in the United States
Race and education have always been factors in the provision of learning
opportunities in U.S. schools. Understanding the present context of racism and White
supremacy in education requires acknowledging racism’s violent and oppressive past
(Patton, 2016). For centuries, unfair and unequal treatment of marginalized communities,
particularly racially minoritized people and women, and infringements upon their
fundamental human rights have resulted in an imbalance of power that continues to exist
in the modern U.S. education system (Baker et al., 2018; Kozol, 2005; Ladson-Billings,
2006).
In 1896, the Supreme Court ruled in Plessy v. Ferguson that racial segregation
was a constitutional act as long as the segregated schools were equal (Hardy et al., 2019).
In the landmark case Brown v. Board of Education (1954), Supreme Court judges
overturned the Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) decision, ruling that the practice of “separate
but equal” was an unconstitutional form of racial segregation. However, Brown v. Board
of Education did not result in the long-term parity hoped for by activists and
policymakers due to immediate opposition toward the desegregation process (Epperson,
2017). Over the last 30 years, the majority of school districts under court-ordered
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desegregation plans were released from court oversight, ending an era of busing and racebased admission policies (Allen et al., 2018; Rebell, 2017).
According to McCardle et al. (2018), Black and Latinx students across the nation
remain disproportionately confined to racially and economically segregated and
underfunded schools. Therefore, equity gaps continue to exist. Research shows that New
York City has the most segregated school system in the country (Cohen, 2021;
Frankenberg et al., 2019). UCLA’s Civil Rights Project found in 2014 and again in 2021
that New York State has the most segregated schools in the United States for low-income
Black and Latinx students. The project also showed that New York City’s school system
“is the national epicenter of racial segregation in unequal schools” (Cohen, 2021, p. 1).
Numerous studies have shown that although New York City public schools have
over one million racially, ethnically, and socioeconomically diverse students, few schools
reflect the city’s diversity (Cohen, 2021; Frankenberg et al., 2019). Similarly, national
research indicates that racial and economic segregation frequently overlaps in K–12
public schools (Cohen, 2021). New York never had a citywide court order for
desegregation; thus, residential segregation has produced a divided school system
worsened by competitive admission practices for separating students by race and class as
early as kindergarten (Cohen, 2021; Kuscera & Orfield, 2014). For example, residential
gentrification has contributed to expanding school choice policies that provide increased
opportunities for children to attend schools outside their local school neighborhood zones
(Pearman & Swain, 2017). New York City Mayor de Blasio and other policymakers have
suggested residential segregation is the root cause of school segregation. However,
studies have shown that schools in gentrifying areas of New York City remain more
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segregated than those in surrounding neighborhoods (Roda, et al., 2021). Thus, a high
level of racial segregation remains in most New York City schools, even in diverse
neighborhoods with declining racial segregation.
Schools segregated by race and ethnicity and economic status (doubly segregated
schools) lack the resources necessary for providing students with adequate preparation
for rigorous academic futures. Doubly segregated schools tend to have issues with
overcrowding, less-qualified teachers, limited curricula, and other factors severely
limiting educational opportunities and life outcomes (Cohen, 2021; Kozol, 2005; Ladd,
2017). Doubly segregated schools also have higher expulsion and dropout and lower
graduation rates, which results in additional academic disadvantages (Roda et al., 2021).
Students who attend desegregated schools, however, tend to have higher educational
achievement and completion, increased educational success, and better economic
outcomes than students with concentrated poverty, regardless of economic status
(Johnson & Nazaryan, 2019; Martinez, 2021; Rebell, 2017). Given the academic,
cognitive, and social benefits of racially and economically integrated schools, some
scholars have argued that segregated schools remain “separate and unequal.” Such
schools do not provide equal opportunity, thus contributing to inequality across
generations (McCardle et al., 2018).
Policies and Initiatives to Address Issues of Educational Equity
With the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education ruling, the Supreme Court deemed
educational segregation unconstitutional due to gross inequality in educational
opportunities (Epperson, 2017; Patton, 2016). The Supreme Court decision indicated that
all students have a right to equal education and that “separate is not equal.” The decision
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was a significant turning point in the struggle for equity due to the passage of major
federal and state policies for broadening educational access. This section presents the
federal, state, and institutional policies used to remedy inequality: school funding, college
access programming, financial aid, and affirmative action. The following section also has
the goals of these policies and their limitations for addressing inequities in the college
pathways of low-income Black and Latinx students.
Elementary and Secondary School Funding
Federal Funding. Disparities in public education funding have existed since the
inception of public education in the United States. Disparities continue to have a direct
impact on schools (Martinez, 2021). Inequitable systems of school finance cause
disproportionate harm to students who are racially minoritized and economically
disadvantaged (Kozol, 2005; Rebell, 2017). Martinez (2021) contended that the main
reason for inequitable funding is that education is not a constitutional right; therefore, no
federal mandates or policies guarantee equal access to education for all students. Early
examples of the disparity in education funding occurred in former slave states, such as
Virginia, Kentucky, and Maryland. In 1965, President Johnson enacted the Elementary
and Secondary Act (ESEA) to rectify historical injustices by providing financial support
to historically underserved states, schools, and districts (Baker & Weber, 2016; Martinez,
2021). In 2001, the ESEA reauthorization of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB)
presented standards-based expectations for all schools. The NCLB indicated that states
could not receive federal financial resources without expectations for student outcomes
(Rebell, 2017).
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The goal of student accountability policy was to narrow class and racial gaps in
school performance via penalties for schools falling below state performance targets
(Ladd, 2017). However, the NCLB actually produced greater educational inequity. Gay
(2007) reported that the NCLB contributed to the achievement gaps by providing
“putative measures for student failure in the absence of adequate funding for
underachieving schools” (p. 279). The goal of the 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA) was to address some of the problems of NCLB; however, it also imposed
penalties on schools in the most socioeconomically and racially segregated communities
(Baker & Weber, 2016; Rebell, 2017). According to Ladd (2017), like its predecessors,
ESSA places excessive burdens on schools in the greatest need of funds and support.
State and Local Funding. The 10th Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, known
as the reserved powers clause, regulates public school education and funding to
individual states. Each state must have a funding formula for achieving an adequate and
equitable public schooling system for the state’s children. On average, state and local
taxes provide approximately 90% of the funding for local public school systems (Baker et
al., 2019).
However, scholars have been able to confirm funding inequities. Although many
state leaders spend enough money for middle-class and wealthier students to meet state
academic standards, they tend to spend less on students living in poverty. Baker et al.
(2019) found that states currently provide an average of $13,000 per student in highpoverty school districts; however, $20,000 is needed to address the needs of high-poverty
students.
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On average, it costs 1.2 times more to educate high-poverty racially minoritized
students than high-income White students (Baker et al., 2019). Property taxes provide for
at least half of local and state funding, which has resulted in a system that “generates
funding differences between wealthy and impoverished communities” (Biddle &
Berliner, 2002, p. 48). Property tax revenue results in unequal per-pupil funding due to a
lack of adjustment of tax funding for student enrollment, special education services,
school building repairs, and other factors impacting learning inside and outside the
classroom (Martinez, 2021). In a review of litigation, Rebell (2017) found that from
1989–2017, 25 of the 46 final state court rulings on school finance showed that the
funding systems did not provide students with access to an adequate education. School
gaps related to funding inequities include unequal access to high-quality teachers, high
teacher turnover, teacher bias and low expectations, fewer referrals to gifted and talented
programs, poor academic tracking, less access to advanced college preparatory courses,
and higher rates of discipline and suspensions (Biddle & Berliner, 2002; Martinez, 2021).
According to Slavin (1999), “The U.S. is the only nation to fund elementary and
secondary education based on local wealth. Other developed countries either equalize
funding or provide extra funding for individuals or groups felt to need” (p. 520). U.S.
leaders want to maintain the country’s globally competitive education system; however,
the local, state, and federal governments have not provided adequate resources for
addressing students’ educational needs and equalizing opportunities (Martinez, 2021;
Rebell, 2017)
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College Access Policies and Programs
There have been numerous college access policies and programs at the federal,
state, and local levels proposed to counter inequities in higher education. According to
Bowman et al. (2018), the goal of college access programs has historically been to
supplement high school college-going efforts and alleviate the persistent gaps in who
enrolls and completes postsecondary education. Upward Bound, the first federal college
access program for low-income students was part of the Educational Opportunity Act of
1964. A year later, the authorization of Talent Search and Student Support Service
programs occurred with the Higher Education Act of 1965 (Bowman et al., 2018).
Federal TRIO Programs have expanded from the three original programs to eight
programs providing services across the college pipeline. TRIO now includes college
preparation programs such as GEAR UP, persistence programs such as Talent Search,
and post-baccalaureate programs such as Ronald E. McNair. The programs provide
support to first-generation students to and through graduate school (Cahalan et al., 2020).
Although the TRIO Programs have different approaches, all eight offer services
exclusively for low-income or first-generation students (Bowman et al., 2018). The
federally funded TRIO Programs comprise approximately one-quarter of all federal and
local college access programs across the United States (Cahalan et al., 2020). However,
additional efforts are needed because TRIO only provides services for 10% of eligible
students (Cahalan et al., 2020; Dyce et al., 2013).
Most college access programs whether they are governmental, community based,
or at a higher education institution, share the goal to increase access to higher education
for students from historically excluded groups via tutoring, mentoring, college visits,
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college applications support, SAT preparation, and financial aid forms assistance
(Cahalan et al., 2020; Dyce et al., 2013; McDonough, 2004; Perna, 2006). College access
programs tend to have a generally compensatory nature, as their purpose is to fill the gaps
in the services provided by low-quality schools and mitigate limited family and
neighborhood access to college information, resources, and networks (Cahalan et al.,
2020; Glennie et al., 2015).
Despite the significant expansion of college access programs, empirical research
and evaluations of their effectiveness remain limited (Bowman et al., 2018; Hoxby &
Avery, 2012; Perna, 2002). The existing evaluations have had mixed results. Glennie et
al. (2015) found that students in college access programs were more likely to apply for
college and financial aid. In a study of an urban high school GEAR UP program in Iowa,
Bowman et al. (2018) found that the participants had better college attendance and
persistence outcomes than nonparticipants. However, Domina (2009) found that
traditional cohort-based models did not impact educational experiences and participant
outcomes; however, school-wide outreach programs showed a modest and positive effect
on the outcomes of unengaged students.
Few studies have focused on the influence of college access programs on
postsecondary persistence and completion (Glennie et al., 2015). Evaluating these
impacts can be challenging because many programs lack the means to contract outside
researchers to conduct independent assessments. In addition, programs often do not have
funds budgeted for evaluations (Bowman et al., 2018; Dyce et al., 2013). Even with
mixed findings, the data have shown the increasing numbers of such programs. Some
researchers have argued that college access programs will continue to increase because
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policymakers see them as a race-neutral way to increase the entry of racially minoritized
students into higher education while providing services to low-income students, including
White students (Frankenberg et al., 2019; Yosso et al., 2004).
Financial Aid
The federal and state government has had a significant role in higher education in
the United States. Landmark legislative acts, such as the Morrill Land Grant Acts of 1862
and 1890, the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act (or GI Bill) of 1944, and the Higher
Education Act of 1965 (HEA), provide equity of access to students who cannot afford to
attend college without financial support (Mumper et al., 2016). A focus of this policy was
to provide grants and work-study funding for students from low-income families and
guaranteed loans for students from middle-income families to reduce or eliminate the
barrier of cost to higher education (Fitzpatrick & Jones, 2016; Mumper et al., 2016).
In 1972, the federal government strengthened its commitment to broaden access
to students from low-income backgrounds by adding Pell Grants as an educational
amendment to HEA. Pell Grants provided funding to low-income students, routing tuition
aid dollars directly to students (Mumper et al., 2016). Pell Grants have been the single
largest access provider for students from low-income families in the United States
(Mumper et al., 2016).
Increased federal aid for students resulted in significant growth in access to higher
education for low-income students (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2016). However, this trend
ended in the early 1980s due to federal budget cuts that led to reduced grant support
(Bettinger et al., 2019). Over time, Pell Grants have had modest increases in funding;
however, these increases pale compared to rising and inflating college tuition costs.
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Furthermore, the 1992 HEA reauthorization resulted in a shift from providing grants to
college students to providing loans to students, regardless of income (McGuiness, 2016).
Although federal grant contributions have increased by a small percentage, the
contribution to loans has grown exponentially, from 20% of federal aid in the mid-1970s
to 69% in the early 2000s (McGuiness, 2016). Currently, federal loans, which students
must pay back with interest, are the primary form of federal student aid, as they comprise
up to 30% of the overall landscape of available aid (College Board, 2018; Gladieux et al.,
2005; Webber, 2018). Data have shown that needs-based grants, such as federal Pell
Grants, which students do not need to pay back, now provide the lowest coverage in 40
years. More specifically, federal grants currently provide for one-third of the costs of
attending a 4-year university and about 60% of the costs of attending a community
college (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2016).
States also offer financial assistance to students. The direct appropriation of states
to public institutions is a way to subsidize tuition costs and make public institution
attendance more affordable (McGuiness, 2016). Although some states have financial aid
programs aligned to need-based distribution, their practices widely vary. Some provide
grants for low-income students, some provide mainly loans, and others offer grants based
on merit (Kim et al., 2017). In the 1990s, state leaders began to shift away from needbased grants in favor of merit-based programs to encourage academically talented
students to attend public colleges and universities in their home states. Merit aid makes
funding more accessible to a wider population of students based on performance;
however, it does not assist the students who need help the most due to limited funds and
the competitive criteria of merit-based awards (Kim et al., 2017; Mumper, 2003).
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Numerous studies have focused on the disproportionately low number of merit-based
awards distributed to low-income and racially minoritized students (Goldrick-Rab et al.,
2016).
College affordability studies have shown the climbing costs of attendance,
declining federal and state contributions, and stagnant or decreasing levels of aid (Kim et
al., 2017). Consequently, federal and state governments provide fewer funds for the
overall operating budgets of colleges and universities. The decline of federal and state
appropriations has led to many public institutions’ heavy reliance on tuition as a primary
source of revenue. Webber (2018) found that for every $1,000 divestment in higher
education by states, college and university leaders raised tuition by approximately $300.
The average cost of attendance (tuition, fees, room, and board) at a public 4-year
institution more than doubled between 1992 and 2017 (College Board, 2018). Attendance
costs at traditional, public, 4-year institutions grew from $8,250 in 1978, to $12,000 in
1998, to $21,370 in 2018 (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2018). Federal and
state financial and grant aid no longer cover all the costs of college due to drastic
increases in the costs of attendance over time.
Racially minoritized students from lower-income families are more sensitive to
changes in college attendance costs than White students from middle- and upper-income
families (McGuiness, 2016). Growing college costs significantly impact racially
minoritized students, and they are at greater risk of not obtaining college degrees at equal
rates as their White and higher-income peers (Baker & Weber, 2016). Without grants and
need-based aid, low-income and racially minoritized students face significant barriers to
affording college because they are also the subgroup with the strongest aversion to taking
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out loans (Baker et al., 2018; Perna, 2000). Thus, the changing nature of financial aid,
which increasingly consists of loans, tax benefits, and merit aid, provides the most
assistance to middle- and upper-income groups at the expense of those with lower
incomes and greater financial need (Kim et al., 2017; Mumper et al., 2016). College
degrees are foundational prerequisites for entering the workforce and accessing the
middle class. Therefore, a need exists to ensure that financial aid policy provides access
to college for all students.
Affirmative Action
Colleges and universities had systematic policies of racial exclusion before the
anti-discrimination laws of the 1960s (Allen et al., 2018). President Kennedy expressed
the concept of affirmative action in his Executive Order of 1961 to address racial inequity
and segregation in the workplace. In 1965, President Johnson’s Executive Order 11246
required federal contractors to increase their numbers of racially minoritized employees
as an “affirmative step” toward remedying years of exclusion at those places of
employment (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Yosso et al., 2004). According to the U.S.
Commission on Civil Rights (1977), affirmative action is “any measure, beyond simple
termination of a discriminatory practice, adopted to correct or compensate for past or
present discrimination or to prevent discrimination from recurring in the future” (p. 2).
After Johnson’s executive order, policymakers sought to remedy the persistent
exclusionary practices and unfair treatment of women and racial or ethnic minoritized
people in all dimensions of U.S. life, such as housing, business, government,
employment, and education. Initially, the goal of affirmative action policies in higher
education was to remedy racial and gender discrimination by allowing selective colleges
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and universities to consider applicants’ race, ethnicity, and gender in the admissions
process to intentionally increase the enrollment of students from those groups (Blum,
2017). Affirmative action was an important means of increasing the postsecondary
enrollment of Black, Asian, Latinx, Indigenous, and female students in its first 2 decades
of implementation (Blum, 2017; Hirschman & Berrey, 2017). For instance, the
University of California, Los Angeles’s School of Medicine had its first Black student in
1967; by 1969, Black students comprised 5.6% of the student population (Chance, 2011).
Despite the progress of the 1960s and early 1970s, affirmative action had short-lived
advances. By the late 1970s, opponents had begun criticizing the inclusion of race as an
important factor in admissions decisions as a violation of the U.S. ideal of merit
(Hirschman & Berrey, 2017). Legal challenges occurred in the 1970s when critics
charged that affirmative action policies were ways to discriminate against White people,
eventually bringing the dispute to the U.S. Supreme Court (e.g., Bakke, 1978; Grutter,
2003; Gratz; 2003; Fisher, 2013, 2016; Harvard, 2021).
Opponents of affirmative action have relied on the narrative of reverse racism to
argue that it is unconstitutional discrimination against White people (Warikoo, 2018). For
example, in Fisher v. University of Texas at Austin (2016), Abigail Fisher claimed that
affirmative action provided unfair privileges to Black and Latinx applicants and caused
harm to White students. The federal court judges agreed to hear Fisher’s case, although
she did not meet the academic qualifications of admitted students. Fisher also failed to
acknowledge that White applicants dominated the population of admitted students in the
University of Texas at Austin admissions processes. Although Fisher ultimately lost her
case, it had adverse effects on the social justice component of affirmative action
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(Warikoo, 2018). Ultimately, the Supreme Court had a compelling interest in diversity
rather than remedying societal discrimination, which has enabled policymakers to ignore
difficult truths about the nature of enduring racial bias in the United States (Blum, 2017;
Yosso et al., 2004).
Cases against affirmative action have also found success in lower courts and
states. State bans emerged due to voter initiatives, court decisions, and legislative actions
by legislators, governors, and university officials. Statewide affirmative action bans for
public colleges have resulted in the replacement of race-based affirmative action efforts
with class-based and race-neutral policies (Allen et al., 2018). The state-level bans on
race-conscious admissions decisions have led many state leaders to implement plans for
diversifying incoming first-year classes without explicitly considering race.
Legislation, such as Proposition 209 in California and Proposal 2 in Michigan, has
contributed to validating “color blindness” or “reverse racism,” resulting in decreased
campus diversity (Long & Bateman, 2020; Vue et al., 2017). Proposition 209 prohibits
public universities from including race as a factor for admissions. Due to the proposition,
the University of California, Berkley, and the University of California, Los Angeles, each
had over a 35% drop in the enrollment rates of Black students (Long & Bateman. 2020).
Long and Bateman (2020) noted, “This pattern is common among elite public
universities, like UC-Berkeley, and suggests that underrepresentation will persist
indefinitely without policy change” (p. 191).
The prevailing rationale for affirmative admissions is a focus on the educational
benefits of increased student diversity. According to Harris and Roth (2008), affirmative
action in college admissions is a means “to increase the participation in higher education
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of underrepresented minorities, and as a result, improve the diversity of campuses and
enrich the educational experiences of all students” (p. 19). Harris and Roth suggested
intentionally considering applicants’ races or ethnicities to increase diversity in higher
education. Such an approach would be a fundamental shift from affirmative action’s
original purpose of redressing past and ongoing discrimination against Blacks (Allen et
al., 2018).
The diversity rationale without historical context is a way to reproduce colorblind
policies and procedures that mainly provide for the interests of White students (Long &
Bateman, 2020). Blum (2017) further explained that diversity “severed from any
corrective justice” does not “explain why race should be privileged among other forms of
diversity” (p. 235). In the 2003 Grutter case, Justice Sandra Day O’Connor described
affirmative action in college admissions as justifiable, but not in perpetuity, stating, “We
expect that 25 years from now, the use of racial preferences will no longer be necessary
to further the interest [in student body diversity] approved today” (Allen et al., 2018).
Justice O’Connor marked 2028 as the suggested end of race-based affirmative
action policies in college admissions. However, segregation continues to isolate Black
and Latinx students in substandard school environments and perpetuate 21st-century
structural inequalities (Allen et al., 2018; Long & Bateman, 2020). Furthermore, the
Black Lives Matter movement and recent affirmative action cases, such as Students for
Fair Admissions v. Harvard (2021), have shown the limitations of colorblind and raceneutral education policies in addressing opportunity gaps for racial justice (Bonilla-Silva,
2018; Warikoo, 2018).
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Persisting Inequalities in the College Pipeline
The U.S. higher education system remains one of the most diverse, open, and
accessible in the world; however, substantial inequities persist in degree enrollment and
attainment by race and income (Bettinger et al., 2019; Carnevale et al., 2020). Despite the
existing support infrastructures, eliminating inequalities in academic achievement and
other educational outcomes remains a challenge. Federal, state, and organizational efforts
to address racial equity in education are fragmented and have gradually eroded (Emmons
& Ricketts, 2017). A legacy of discriminatory practices at all levels has influenced
individual opportunities for achievement. Racially and economically minoritized students
continue to receive comparatively poorer academic college preparation and insufficient
guidance for the college admissions process (Darling-Hammond, 2007; Frankenberg et
al., 2019; Hoxby & Avery, 2012; Welton & Martinez, 2013), inadequate financial
resources at the state and federal levels (Mumper et al., 2016), lower-quality college
destinations (Klugman, 2012; Perna, 2006), and inequitable college experiences,
especially related to academic and social engagement (Means & Pyne, 2017; Perna 2006;
Smith et al., 2016; Solórzano et al., 2000). The following section presents the main areas
of research.
College Readiness
Students across the nation enter college lacking the academic and psychosocial
skills needed for postsecondary success. Many students graduate from high school
requiring remedial coursework before taking credit-bearing courses in college (Auerbach,
2004; Ciocca Eller & DiPrete, 2018). College readiness is an urgent national issue
because 50% of U.S. students do not complete the high school courses necessary to meet
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the admissions requirements of 4-year public state universities (Bowman et al., 2018;
Bryan et al., 2017; Roland & Herman, 2020).
Decades of federal and state investment in college access programs (e.g., GEARUP) have increased access to higher education. However, access is often inhibited for
students from K–12 public school districts that do not provide adequate preparation
(Bowman et al., 2018). High school achievement is the most critical factor in college
enrollment, even above college tuition and financial aid availability (Patton, 2016). Thus,
college readiness includes the factors that enable students to prepare for and succeed in
college (Roderick et al., 2009; Welton & Martinez, 2013).
Some researchers have asserted that college readiness disparities are often the
consequence of structural factors and leaks in the college access pipeline for low-income
and racially minoritized students (McDonough, 1997; Patton, 2016; Perna, 2006). Racism
in K–12 education persists in structural barriers in academic tracking, limited college
information, and a lack of college counseling (Darling-Hammond, 2007; Gaxiola
Serrano, 2017). Welton and Martinez (2013) described structural barriers as “college
readiness debt” based on Ladson-Billings’ (2006) “education debt” concept. Education
debt is the debt accumulated due to economic, social, and political factors and policies
that have contributed to the historical exclusion of students from receiving an equitable
education. College readiness debt is marginalized students’ lack of access to college
preparation courses (academic preparedness), college knowledge, and college counseling
due to long-standing structural forces that produce unequal access to higher education
(Darling-Hammond, 2007; Gaxiola Serrano, 2017; Welton & Martinez, 2013).
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Academic Preparedness. According to Roderick et al. (2008), academic
preparation is a primary predictor of college access and success. Many U.S. high school
graduates lack academic preparedness for the rigor of higher education or entering the
workforce (Carnevale et al., 2018). In a longitudinal study from 2009 through 2013,
Bromberg and Theokas (2016) found that only 31% of the sample of 23,000 students
completed a college preparatory curriculum. The authors defined a college preparatory
curriculum as completing at least 3 years of mathematics, including Algebra II, and 4
years of English language arts. Although some educators have used different courses to
determine college readiness, most have agreed that a college-ready student “can qualify
for and succeed in entry-level, credit-bearing college courses leading to a baccalaureate
or certificate or career pathway-oriented training programs without the need for remedial
or developmental coursework” (Conley, 2007, p. 1).
On average, Black, Latinx, Indigenous, and low-income students begin school
academically behind their White, Asian, and high-income peers, and academic gaps
continue to increase throughout elementary and secondary schools (Gaxiola Serrano,
2017; Patton, 2016). Disparities grow because racially and economically minoritized
students have less access to college preparatory curricula and high-quality careertechnical programs for postsecondary enrollment and skilled employment in the global
economy (Auerbach, 2004; McCardle et al., 2018; Muskens et al., 2019). DarlingHammond (2007) found that schools with predominantly marginalized students were less
likely to offer college preparatory courses than schools with primarily White, affluent
student populations. In addition, “A two-tiered educational system continues wherein
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White and/or middle-class students receive high quality, college-tracked curriculum,
while [a] remedial or less rigorous curriculum is offered to others” (Reese, 2008, p. 54).
College Knowledge. Maruyama (2012) pointed out that college readiness consists
of more than academic measures. According to Maruyama, readiness “represents an
accumulation of knowledge and experiences that prepare students for college” (p. 253).
Overall, college knowledge includes the information and skills that enable students to
successfully navigate complex college admissions and financial aid processes and
develop an understanding of college norms and culture (Owens, 2018; Savitz-Romer &
Bouford, 2012).
College enrollment varies for students of different races and ethnicities and
socioeconomic backgrounds based on the methods used in their high schools to provide
college-planning information to students and their families (Bryan et al., 2017; Perna,
2008). A link exists between family engagement and college knowledge (Bryan et al.,
2020; Holcomb-McCoy, 2010; Owens, 2018; Perna & Titus, 2005). However, families
may not always receive the necessary information about academic and career
opportunities. Students and families who lack basic college planning information may
start planning too late, fail to take required courses, and make crucial choices without
support (Bryan et al., 2020; Holcomb-McCoy, 2010; Owens, 2018; Perna & Titus, 2005;
Savitz-Romer & Bouford, 2012).
College Counseling. Many students, even those who are college-ready, find the
college-going process complicated (Bryan et al., 2017; Hoxby & Avery, 2012). High
school students must complete a series of major tasks and make decisions in the collegegoing process. High school students need to select secondary courses, acquire
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information about college admissions and financial aid, submit college applications,
apply for financial aid, and enroll in college (Poynton & Lapan, 2017). Some students
learn about college from their families, but many receive that information from school
counselors.
School counselors are sources of social capital for students, providing support,
information, and resources to facilitate pathways to college (Bryan et al., 2017; FarmerHinton, 2008b; McDonough, 2004; Stanton-Salazar, 2011). Through college admissions
and financial aid counseling, school counselors provide critical college-related
information, such as knowledge about and assistance with the college application and
enrollment process and financial aid (Bryan et al., 2017; McDonough, 2004; StantonSalazar, 2011). School counselors can positively impact students’ aspirations, plans,
enrollments, and financial aid knowledge (Bryan et al., 2017; Goodman-Scott et al.,
2018). Increasing the number of counselors available to students and the time devoted to
college counseling are necessary reforms for improving college access (Bryan et al.,
2017; McDonough, 2004). For example, Goodman-Scott et al. (2018) found that the
effect of socioeconomic status on the college enrollment of low-income students resulted
from a lack of adequate college counseling. McDonough (2004) further argued that
school counselors are the most critical school-based professionals for improving collegegoing rates.
Researchers have also highlighted the dual role of school staff as institutional
agents who assist with and, at the same time, inhibit minoritized students from
successfully accessing college knowledge, support, and navigating the college choice
process (Bryan et al., 2017; Goodman-Scott et al., 2018). School counselors are
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gatekeepers who promote or discourage students from accessing certain college readiness
coursework and information about college, college admissions, and financial aid (Bryan
et al., 2017; Perna et al., 2008). Structural constraints, such as high student-to-counselor
ratios and counselor responsibilities outside of counseling, have an adverse impact on the
effectiveness of college counseling (Goodman-Scott et al., 2018; McDonough, 2004;
Roderick et al., 2008). A common issue is that key social capital agents in schools, such
as school counselors, have other professional responsibilities that may affect the time
available to build relationships with students and their families, assist with completing
college tasks, and offer college knowledge (Bryan et al., 2017; Welton & Martinez,
2013).
Viewing the phenomenon as college readiness debt versus social and cultural
capital deficiencies is a way to shift the blame of limited college access from Black and
Latinx students to an inequitable system. This study showed that a strength-based
mindset enables educators to shift from a deficit model to an empowerment model.
Instead of focusing on what students lack, educators should consider structural barriers
while valuing the positive resources and cultural wealth that minoritized students use to
navigate their educational pathways (Bensimon, 2005, 2020; Jayakumar et al., 2013;
Murillo et al., 2017; Yosso, 2005).
College Enrollment
Disparities in access to higher education remain prevalent in the United States,
including who enrolls in higher education institutions and in the quality of the institutions
where students matriculate (Baker et al., 2018). U.S. higher education is hierarchical,
with many low-status, broad-access institutions at the bottom and relatively few high-
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status, exclusive-access universities at the top. A growing body of research has shown
that the economic benefits of college attendance do not occur for students equally across
all levels of the postsecondary hierarchy. Holzer and Baum (2017) found the greatest
returns from completing advanced degrees and bachelor’s degrees, which are associated
with more significant increases (99% and 71%, respectively) in earnings than earning
only high school diplomas. The authors also found that, on average, completing an
associate’s degree correlated with only a 37% increase in earnings compared to just a
high school diploma.
Although all types of postsecondary credentials have value, studies on the
financial return of degrees and certificates have shown a clear hierarchy, with 4-year
bachelor’s degrees being the best investment over 2-year associate degrees, outearning
their costs over a person’s lifetime (Baker et al., 2018). In a study of postcollege success,
Chetty et al. (2017) found that well-resourced, highly selective colleges provide the most
upward mobility for students. Numerous researchers have confirmed that where students
go to college matters because of the staggering differences in resources and graduation
rates (Carnevale et al., 2018; Hoxby & Avery, 2012).
Elite selective colleges facilitate higher rates of 4-year degree completion among
racially minoritized students, especially those at higher risk of precollege dropout (Alon
& Tienda, 2007; Ciocca Eller & DiPrete, 2018). More specifically, selective 4-year
colleges spend nearly three times the money on instructional and academic support as
open-access 2-year schools. In addition, selective 4-year colleges have an 81%
graduation rate for Black and Latinx students, while open-access schools have a 46%
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graduation rate for these students (Baker et al., 2018). According to Ashkenas et al.
(2017),
Even after decades of affirmative action, Black and Hispanic students are more
underrepresented at the nation’s top colleges and universities than they were 35
years ago. The share of Black freshmen at elite schools has been virtually
unchanged since the 1980s. (para. 1)
Findings such as these have resulted in a new area of education research and policy
focused on not only whether students enroll in college but where they enroll (Hoxby &
Avery, 2012; Muskens et al., 2019).
College Undermatching. College undermatching occurs when “students’
academic credentials permit them access to a college or university that is more selective
than the postsecondary alternative they actually choose” (Smith et al., 2013, p. 247). The
concepts of “match” and “undermatch” arose from the Consortium on Chicago School
Research in a 2009 study of students from Chicago Public Schools, which found 71% of
those students undermatched (Roderick et al., 2009). Even among the most talented
students (i.e., those who attended Chicago’s selective-enrollment schools), approximately
62% of students undermatched. Using a national data set, Smith et al. (2013) similarly
found that 41% of students undermatched, with low-income, first-generation college
students or rural or racially minoritized students most likely to do so. The contributing
factors to college undermatching for Black and Latinx students include poor access to
college preparation information, such as how to complete college applications and the
financial aid process (Roderick et al., 2009), low-socioeconomic status (Cox, 2016), and
a lack of meaningful engagement with school counselors (Bryan et al., 2017).
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Carnevale et al. (2018) posited that although Black and Latinx students have
made unprecedented gains in college-going, most attend open-access, lower-quality
colleges, which receive less funding and have lower graduation rates. The authors also
found that the discrepancy in selective college attendance was not the result of a lack of
academic qualification, as less than 20% of Black and Latinx students with aboveaverage SAT or ACT scores attended selective colleges. Other studies have shown that
undermatching for the most selective colleges tends to occur the most among low-income
or racially minoritized students (Black et al., 2015; Hoxby, 2009; Muskens et al., 2019;
Ovink et al., 2018). Carnevale et al. argued that public colleges and universities had not
addressed their missions to serve all citizens because they have a tiered system that
disproportionately provides White students with access to top-tier, selective colleges. The
authors contended that White students represent 64% of enrollment at selective public
universities despite comprising 54% of the college-aged population. In contrast, Black
and Latinx students remain overrepresented in bottom-tier open-access colleges, where
they comprise 43% of student enrollment but make up 36% of the college-aged
population.
Much of the research has focused on students with the highest academic
credentials, as they presumably have access to highly selective colleges. However, the
phenomenon of undermatching impacts students whose credentials provide only access to
low- to mid-tier higher education institutions (Howell & Pender, 2016; Hoxby & Avery,
2012). According to Howell and Pender (2016), undermatching can impact a student’s
decision to enroll in a 2-year versus a 4-year institution or attend college at all. The
authors found that the students who undermatched would have seen gains, on average, of
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approximately 13 percentage points in their probability of completing bachelor’s degrees
had they attended more selective institutions. Due to the higher returns of attending
selective colleges, students who undermatch may face a wide variety of consequences,
such as a lower likelihood of graduating college and an increased likelihood of defaulting
on student loans (Hoxby, 2009; Muskens et al., 2019).
College undermatching causes harm to racially minoritized students because
college selectivity and quality are factors in the probability of completion, labor market
outcomes, and student loan debt management (Goodman et al., 2017). Dillon and Smith
(2017) warned that the continuous enrollment of racially and economically minoritized
students in less-selective colleges could perpetuate the income and wealth gaps. Thus, the
authors conclude that one step toward improving racial economic equality is to promote
greater parity in selectivity of college enrollment between race and income groups.
College Admissions Practices. Students are not the sole stakeholders responsible
for their enrollment choices and outcomes. Admission to elite colleges and universities in
the United States has never been a process based solely on academic merit (Carnevale et
al., 2020; Ovink et al., 2018). Many college and university leaders are gatekeepers who
limit the pool of matriculants via admissions practices and decisions (Dillon & Smith,
2017; Klugman, 2012). High school grade point averages, standardized test scores, and
course requirements are race-neutral criteria typically used for admissions decisions,
particularly at selective public and private colleges and universities (Hodara & Lewis,
2017). However, racial inequities in K–12 schooling can have a negative impact on
racially minoritized students’ academic trajectories due to performance on standardized
tests and limited educational opportunities (Ciocca Eller & DiPrete, 2018; Ladson-
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Billings, 2006; Welton & Martinez, 2013). SAT and ACT scores alone are poor
predictors of merit or college success and contribute to the discrimination against Black
and Latinx students (Alon & Tienda, 2007; Guinier, 2016; Muskens et al., 2019).
Nevertheless, college admissions officers continue their overreliance on SAT and ACT
scores, as wealthy White students disproportionately earn the highest test scores
(Carnevale et al., 2020; Dillon & Smith, 2017; Soares, 2012).
On average, White students score 298 points higher than Black students on
standardized tests. In addition, students with family incomes of $20,000 to $40,000 score
312 points lower than their peers with family incomes of more than $200,000 (Carnevale
et al., 2020; Soares, 2012). Soares (2012) warned that admission officers who use
standardized test scores to deny applicants perpetuate bias and inequity among applicants.
According to Soares, institutionalized racism enables White students from wealthier
families to use their resources for SAT preparation and rigorous high school education to
prepare adequately for exams. Furthermore, top colleges have increasingly begun looking
for applicants who have taken advanced high school coursework, such as calculus and
advanced science. However, advantaged students are more apt to hold these credentials,
as high-income learners are significantly more likely to attend schools with advanced
placement courses (Darling-Hammond, 2007; Klugman, 2012; Muskens et al., 2019).
Racial identity may be one of the most controversial factors of admissions
preference; however, undergraduate admission officers routinely give extra weight to
numerous other student attributes, including athletic ability, musical talent, lower
socioeconomic status, gender, alumni connections, leadership ability, geography, and
unusual life experiences (Guinier, 2003, 2016). Many scholars have documented the
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favorable treatment for legacy preferences for students with familial relationships, alumni
donations, and student athletes in the admissions process at elite colleges (Alon &
Tienda, 2007; Guinier, 2016; Ornstein, 2019; Ovink et al., 2018). In addition, highincome students are more likely to attend schools with added sports offerings.
The March 2019 “Operation Varsity Blues” college admissions scandal showed
the advantages of sports for White, wealthy families (Klugman, 2012; Ornstein, 2019). In
this bribery case, Rick Singer, an independent admissions consultant, confessed to
targeting athletic applicants because “admission prospects of recruited athletes are
significantly higher than those of non-recruited athletes within similar grades and test
scores” (Smith, 2019, p. 2). The scandal showed how wealthy White families paid for
their children’s admission to selective institutions, financing tampered standardized test
scores for a better outcome for increased admissibility (Frances & Krantz, 2019).
Another antimeritocratic college admissions practice that blocks the social
mobility of historically excluded students is a preference for legacy students. According
to the editors of the U.S. News & World Report, of the country’s top 100 schools, roughly
three-quarters have legacy preferences in admissions (Ovink et al., 2018). Legacies are
students with parents or other family members who have attended the institution before
them. College and university leaders argue that having members of the same family
attend the same institution is a way to increase the likelihood of students becoming
regular alumni donors (Ornstein, 2019). Alumni donations directly correlate with
prestige, as the U.S. News & World Report showed alumni donations as a criterion for
college rankings (Guinier, 2003, 2016; Ornstein, 2019). Since 2000, family legacy
students comprised 15% to 40% of Ivy League admissions (Ornstein, 2019). More
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specifically, as many as 36% of the 2019 applicants accepted at Harvard were legacy
students; based on an 8.5% overall acceptance rate, legacy students had a 42% advantage
of acceptance (Ornstein, 2019). Legacy preferences for students with familial
relationships with the university disproportionately benefit wealthy White students
(Musu-Gillette et al., 2019). Twenty-six percent of Black students, 20% of Latinx
students, 21% of Asian students, and 21% of Indigenous students have parents who
attended college compared to more than 50% of White students. According to Ornstein
(2019), “Legacy students at Ivy League schools tend to be Protestant, White and wealthy,
and such policies discriminate against meritocracy and student diversity; legacy
admissions help preserve wealth from one generation to the next” (p. 338).
College admissions practices and preferences enable the systematic exclusion of
racially minoritized students. Although race-based affirmative action policies may appear
to solve college admissions setbacks faced by racially minoritized students, affirmative
action bans and overall resistance to racial equity have eroded in the college admissions
process (Hirschman & Berrey, 2017). Hirschman and Berrey (2017) examined raceconscious practices at nearly 1,000 colleges and universities between 1988 and 2014.
They found that the percentage of university leaders who admitted using race as a factor
in admissions dropped from 60% to 35% during this period. The authors concluded that
institutional leaders either stopped using a race-conscious approach to promote diversity
or deliberately deemphasized race as a component of their policies.
Furthermore, although race-based affirmative action policies have been the
subjects of multiple judicial and legislative actions, legacy preferences have remained
largely untouched (Warikoo, 2018). In the wake of the Black Lives Matter movement,
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many college leaders issued statements against racism to affirm their institutions’
commitments to diversity and inclusion. However, colleges must move beyond diversity
statements and take action to address the institutional barriers that produce and contribute
to racial inequalities and discrimination (Bensimon, 2020; Frances & Krantz, 2019;
Guinier, 2003).
College Persistence
The National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2020) found racial and
ethnic gaps in college persistence rates. Asians and White students persisted, or returned
to any higher education institution, at higher rates (87.5% and 80.6% respectively)
compared to Latinx and Black students (71.3% and 66.3% respectively). Persistence is a
term used to describe remaining in college for a 2-year or 4-year degree based on a
combination of personal characteristics, such as academic preparedness, and institutional
factors, such as climate and culture (Bowman et al., 2018).
Student factors. Academic preparation before entering college and during
college is the top predictor of college persistence and completion (Ciocca Eller &
DiPrete, 2018; Jenkins & Fink, 2016). Valentine et al. (2017) found that more than half
of first-year students required remediation during their first year in college.
Developmental education (DE) is a higher education issue affecting students from all
racial and ethnic backgrounds. However, DE has the most impact on Black and Latinx
students, as 56% and 45%, respectively, require some form of DE (Jones & Assalone,
2016). DE are precollege-level courses for preparing students for college-level classes.
However, unlike typical college-level courses, students do not earn credits for DE (Jones
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& Assalone, 2016). Thus, students in DE enroll in and pay for courses that do not count
toward degree completion, posing further financial challenges (Jones & Assalone, 2016).
In addition, less than half of all students pass DE courses and successfully move
on to college-level courses that count toward their degrees (Cahalan et al., 2020; Ciocca
Eller & DiPrete, 2018). Students do not start the path to DE in higher education; rather,
DE results from inequitable P–12 educational opportunities. Studies have shown that all
students do not receive a fair and equitable education before enrolling in college
(Darling-Hammond, 2007; Gaxiola Serrano, 2017). College admission policies in states
with delegated DE in 2-year institutions contain the false assumption that the community
colleges already have thriving transfer systems and general education courses that
students can use to transition into 4-year institutions (Gaxiola Serrano, 2017; Sáenz et al.,
2017). Although 81% of students who enter community colleges indicate a desire to earn
bachelor’s degrees or higher, only 33% transfer to 4-year institutions within 6 years
(Jenkins & Fink, 2016).
Institutional factors. Traditional college persistence literature has focused on the
failures of low-income and racially minoritized students, showing them as less prepared
for academic rigor and integration into the college lifestyle, resulting in high levels of
attrition (Perna, 2006; Vaccaro & Newman, 2016). Many scholars have used Tinto’s
(1993) three stages of passage (separation, transition, and incorporation) to study student
persistence. However, Tinto’s model does not address how racially minoritized students
experience the racial climate on campus (Harper et al., 2009; Mustaffa, 2017; Smith et
al., 2016; Yosso et al., 2009). Tinto placed the onus on students to fit in and belong
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without holding institutions responsible for providing support or assistance during the
transition to college.
Social isolation, discrimination, microaggressions, segregation, racially hostile
campus climates, and explicit and implicit racism among students and faculty are barriers
to college persistence (Hurtado et al., 2015; Sanchez, 2017; Yosso, 2005). Critics of
Tinto’s (1993) institutional departure model argue that the model fails to include the
experiences of racially minoritized students who engage in three distinct processes,
beginning with confronting incessant, subtle, yet stunning racial assaults or
microaggressions (Smith et al., 2016; Yosso et al., 2009; Zorn, 2018). Racial
microaggressions are subtle yet cumulatively harmful acts of racism. Thus, racist
attitudes can affect the daily lives of marginalized students (Harper et al., 2018; Mustaffa,
2017).
The effects of racial microaggressions on marginalized students include high
levels of distress, depression, low self-esteem, and low self-efficacy due to constant
hostility (Smith et al., 2016; Yosso et al., 2009). Moragne-Patterson and Barnett (2017)
explored Blacks’ experiences and interpretations of race- and gender-based
microaggressions. The authors found that Black students on predominantly White
campuses reported feelings of isolation, a lack of institutional support, and exhaustion
from constantly having to prove their intellectual abilities despite previous records of
academic success. Jack (2019) stated,
Too often, we think about youth who make it out of distressed communities and
into college…as having won. These young people, we assume, hold a golden
ticket. But graduation rates do not tell us about students’ experiences in college,
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their trials or their triumphs. After all, it’s one thing to graduate. It’s another for
them to do so whole and healthy, ready for whatever the next adventure brings.
(p. 189)
Higher education problems consist of more than access barriers. What happens to
students on campus also impacts their experiences and rates of dropout and degree
attainment (Murillo et al., 2017; Patton, 2016). Although much of the research on lowincome Black and Latinx students has focused on the challenges related to the students
themselves, higher education institutions are often the source of learners’ difficulties
(Mustaffa, 2017; Nyugen & Nyugen, 2018). Research has also shown the importance of
the educational environment in encouraging student success. Students must feel valued,
have access to support services, and have faculty and staff who expect them to succeed
(Smith et al., 2016; Tinto, 2017).
The literature shows that higher education leaders struggle to accommodate the
unique needs of diverse populations while maintaining the structural diversity initiatives
and campus climates that contribute to student success (Bensimon, 2020; Hurtado et al.,
2015; Mustaffa, 2017). Campus climate is the “overall racial environment of the
university that could potentially foster outstanding academic outcomes and graduation
rates for all students but too often contributes to poor academic performance and high
dropout rates for Students of Color” (Yosso et al., 2009, p. 664). According to Rendón
(1994), students have a fair chance of succeeding at higher education institutions with
nurturing campus climates where they feel valued. Rendón asserted that social integration
has just as much importance as academic integration for student success and that social
integration can only occur when students feel validated at their institutions. Tierney
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(2009) argued that, contrary to Tinto’s (1993) assertions, the students’ cultural values
contribute to student retention, academic success, and graduation. Affirming students’
cultural identities and strengths instead of encouraging the separation or loss of culture
could contribute to their success. Institutional leaders, not students, have the
responsibility to take meaningful action.
Lastly, Nguyen and Nguyen (2018) confirmed that institutions continue to
produce inequity via their values, supports, and cultural environments. Although
numerous scholars have documented why students may decide to leave college, they have
rarely addressed why students decide to stay. According to Tinto and Pusser (2006),
“Knowing why students leave does not directly translate into knowing what to do to help
students stay” (p. 4). Therefore, higher education scholars, policymakers, and
practitioners must gain a richer understanding of the experiences of all students for a
more nuanced understanding of the factors of student persistence and retention.
Conceptual Framework
CRT was the theory used to synthesize the literature on the structural and cultural
barriers that low-income Black and Latinx students must overcome to enter higher
education and the cultural assets that empowered them to progress through the college
pipeline (see Figure 3). CRT shows how societal, institutional, and student factors
influence each other and how their interactions contribute to differential postsecondary
opportunities and outcomes in the college pathway for marginalized students.
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Figure 3
Conceptual Framework for This Study

Conclusion
This chapter provided a review of the literature used to inform the study’s
questions and context. There was a discussion of CRT, which was the interpretive lens
used to understand inequities in the educational system (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001).
Yosso’s (2005) CCW model was the second framework employed to explore how
students successfully navigate the college pipeline and thrive despite structural barriers.
This chapter also addressed the perpetuation of the structural and cultural barriers to the
college pipeline (Carnevale et al., 2020; Gaxiola Serrano, 2017; Yosso, 2005).
Over 100 years ago, the great Black scholar W. E. B. Du Bois prophesied that the
problem of the 20th century would be the problem of the color line. Despite
improvements to democracy and economic health, U.S. policymakers and educators have
not done enough to eradicate racism. Thus, the problem of the color line remains in the
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21st century (Bonilla-Silva, 2018; Patton, 2016; Zorn, 2018). As the U.S. population
changes to a majority-minority composition, the welfare of this country will require the
success of racially minoritized communities. Thus, providing equitable postsecondary
opportunities and outcomes for all Americans is one of the most pressing civil rights
issues in American society (Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Knight-Manuel et al., 2019). The next
chapter presents the study’s methodology.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS
The single story creates stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that
they are untrue, but that they are incomplete. They make one story become the
only story.
—Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie
Significant gaps remain in the research on college readiness, access, and success
across race, ethnicity, and income groups (Baker et al., 2018; Holland, 2017). Increasing
the number of low-income, racially minoritized people with college degrees is a critical
component of any broad policy agenda to reduce structural inequality in the United
States. Structural and institutional conditions pose some of the challenges that racially
minoritized students face. However, an overemphasis on these barriers and their
association to deleterious outcomes, such as low academic performance, overlooks that
many racially minoritized students succeed in college despite these disadvantages
(Garrison & Gardner, 2012; Harper et al., 2018; Ishitani, 2006). Recent scholars of
college access and success literature have critiqued the unbalanced focus on what is
“wrong” with Black and Latinx students rather than the strengths that might explain their
perseverance in the face of challenges (Garrison & Gardner, 2012; Gaxiola Serrano,
2017; Harper et al., 2018; Welton & Martinez, 2013).
CRT (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) informed this study’s methodological research
design and data analysis process. A critical race methodology approach in education is a
means to resist traditional methods of research, paradigms, theories, or discourses that
often silence marginalized groups (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Delgado Bernal, 2002).
This study is significant as it includes the voices of students from marginalized
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communities in the college access conversations. Drawing from the experiential
knowledge of racially minoritized students allows educators and researchers to identify,
acknowledge, and view as strengths the transformational resistance strategies students
use to navigate the college pipeline (Aleman, 2017; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Yosso,
2006). Practitioners and researchers can provide useful support when these students
articulate their educational experiences as active participants through narratives rather
than being passive objects of programs and procedures. Students’ reflections could help
educators, researchers, and policymakers in the K–12 and higher education sectors better
understand the complex navigation process and the importance of employing antideficit
approaches that utilize students’ cultural assets and empower them to enter and succeed
in higher education. Chapter 3 presents the methodology for this study, beginning with a
discussion of how narrative inquiry honors the participants’ lived experiences. Next, the
chapter provides the restated research questions followed by descriptions of the setting,
participants, data collection and analysis processes, issues of trustworthiness, and
researcher positionality.
Qualitative Narrative Inquiry Design
Qualitative methodology was appropriate for exploring what low-income Black
and Latinx college students believe empowered them to navigate structural forces to enter
college and intend to persist. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), qualitative methods
are appropriate to obtain a complex, detailed understanding of an issue or problem amid
the need or desire to empower individuals. The qualitative method is the most robust and
inclusive approach to understanding the educational system’s complexities and processes
(Cooley, 2013). Qualitative researchers aim to work with human experiences within their
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context to make meaning of their experiences (Bhattacharya, 2017). Drawing from the
experiential knowledge of racially minoritized students allows educators to identify,
acknowledge, and view students’ resistance strategies to navigate the college pathway
(Harper et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2016). Narrative inquiry was appropriate for this study
because it aligns with the CRT tenet specific to the centrality of experiential knowledge
and the importance of giving voice to individuals who typically remain silent (Creswell
& Poth, 2018; Saldaña, 2016; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Researchers using CRT in
education view knowledge as a strength and draw on the lived experiences of Black and
Latinx students by including storytelling, family history, narratives, scenarios, consejos
(advice), and parables (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
Narrative inquiry is a process of gathering stories that give meaning to
individuals’ lives, provide insight into their lived experiences, and illuminate cultural and
social differences (Bhattacharya, 2017; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Clandinin and
Connelly (2000) described narrative inquiry as a useful approach for understanding and
representing experience. Narrative inquiry and the CRT technique of counterstorytelling
are appropriate to challenge deficit-oriented dominant narratives and center the voices of
low-income Black and Latinx students usually silenced in the college access literature.
Counterstories challenge deficit-oriented majoritarian stories that distort and silence
marginalized students’ experiences and their access to higher education (Solórzano &
Yosso, 2002). Solórzano and Yosso (2002) found counterstorytelling appropriate to
analyze the educational experiences of marginalized students who help to deconstruct the
use of a single story, or the “master narrative,” which “creates, maintains, and justifies
racism” through the perpetuation of stories about the “low educational achievement and
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attainment of students of color” (p. 27) accepted as universal truth. Counterstories help
readers identify unfair practices and transformative possibilities from the standpoint of
traditionally silenced voices. Counternarratives from research participants showed that
the stories presented by the dominant culture are not representative of the complete
experience of low-income Black and Latinx students.
Research Questions
This qualitative narrative inquiry study was an exploration of the systematic
barriers low-income Black and Latinx students must overcome to gain entry into higher
education and the cultural assets that helped them to be successful. Additionally, this
study was a means to understand the implications of Yosso’s (2005) CCW framework
when put into practice. Focusing on low-income Black and Latinx students’ cultural
wealth promotes a greater understanding of them and how to best support them. The
following questions guided this study:
1. What personal and institutional factors do low-income Black and Latinx
college students perceive as having contributed to or hindered getting into and
persisting in college?
2. What aspects of students’ community cultural wealth empowered them to gain
access and persist in college?
3. What do students say about how educational institutions can change their
practices to increase college access and eliminate college completion gaps?
By providing opportunities for first-year Black and Latinx college students to share their
lived experiences, this study was a means to validate their stories and perspectives.
Additionally, by answering these questions, this study extended the nascent literature that
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identifies educational practices that affirm, validate, and leverage the student cultural
capital proven to improve student success outcomes (Harper et al., 2018; Holland, 2017;
Jayakumar et al., 2013).
Setting
Conducting this study required considering the setting, participant recruitment and
selection, and where to interview these students. According to Creswell and Poth (2018),
the idea behind
Qualitative research is to purposefully select sites that best help the researcher
understand the problem and the research question. This does not necessarily
suggest random sampling or selection of a large number of participants and sites,
as typically found in quantitative research (p. 239).
Due to the researcher’s role as a New York City school district administrator and
longtime relationships with high school principals across the city, the intent was to select
several high schools as sites to interview current students and alumni. Unfortunately, due
to strict school district guidelines to gain the school district’s Institutional Review Board
(IRB) approval for doctoral dissertations, the researcher decided against selecting New
York City public high schools as the research setting. The choice of the Alternative
Center (pseudonym) was appropriate for a few reasons. The Alternative Center is a wellestablished and highly respected college access and success program that has been part of
the Upper Westside Community Center (pseudonym) since 1989. Furthermore, the
researcher has a longtime relationship with program staff as a proud alumna of this
community-based program and has volunteered for over 20 years to give back to the
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program that provided invaluable college advising support when she was a high school
student.
Upper Westside’s Alternative Center supports New Yorkers with getting into,
paying for, and graduating from college or skill-specific certificate programs. The
Alternative Center has helped more than 7,000 youth and adults enter college, with 500
college students currently supported. The Alternative Center specializes in working with
low-income and first-generation students who often face the most significant barriers to
accessing and completing college. The Alternative Center is open to all juniors and
seniors from New York City public and parochial high schools as well as young adults
and adults with a high school diploma or high school equivalency (e.g., TASC/GED).
Students usually receive referrals from their school counselor and can walk in without a
referral. The Alternative Center provides one-on-one advising for students through
college graduation with regular check-ins and degree audits. In addition to direct
counseling services and college-related group activities and services, the Alternative
Center offers college campus visits, scholarships, need-based fee waivers, supplies, and
assistance with college transfers and reenrollment.
Participants
Participant selection occurred using purposeful sampling. With purposeful
sampling, the researcher selects individuals and sites for study because they can
purposefully provide “rich” data and inform understanding of the research problem
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). In contrast to random sampling, purposeful sampling allows the
researcher to use a specific criterion to intentionally select participants who can provide
counternarratives. Purposeful sampling produced six first-year college students
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participating in the Alternative Center’s College Access and Success Program. The
minimum criteria were students who (a) self-identified as at least 18 years of age at the
time of their interview, (b) graduated from a New York City high school, (c) attended the
same New York City public high school for at least the last 2 years so they could better
describe their high school experience, (d) enrolled in 2- or 4-year college immediately
after high school graduation, and (e) were currently in their first year of college.
Although participation was not dependent on racial or economic composition, the final
sample comprised low-income Black and Latinx students who reflected the demographic
of participants from the Alternative Learning Center and New York City students
(NYCDOE, 2021).
Data Collection Procedures
Following St. John’s University IRB approval, data collection took place via oneon-one semistructured interviews with each student participant (see Appendix B) and a
demographic questionnaire (see Appendix C). Interviewing is a common data collection
method for qualitative research, eliciting participants’ insight on a particular experience
through conversation. Participants engage in carefully planned semistructured interviews
with questions that elicit rich stories instead of general or superficial information
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Semistructured interviews are ideal for recognizing the
participants as experts (Larkin & Thompson, 2012). Semistructured interviews provide
enough structure for the researcher to guide the conversation while allowing participants
to share their stories (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Researchers suggest that each interview
session should last between 60 to 100 minutes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).
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Before collecting data, the researcher piloted data collection instruments (the
interview protocol and demographic questionnaire) with three Latina college students
from the Alternative Center who met the sample criteria and volunteered to participate in
the project. Pilot study participants identified any items they found confusing or unclear,
with updates made to better align the instruments and the research questions. Like the
pilot study, the actual study required participants to describe their experiences in
narrative form, with questions posed to elicit responses in the form of storytelling
(Saldaña, 2016). Grounding the overall data collection process was the CRT technique of
counterstorytelling to elicit the voices of low-income Black and Latinx students. Similar
to the pilot study, individual interviews occurred virtually over the Zoom video
conferencing platform
The data collection process began with recruiting participants for this study using
the following steps:
1. The researcher connected with the Program Coordinator at the Alternative
Center to gain access to its students. The researcher has known the Program
Coordinator for over a decade and has a strong rapport with most Alternative
Center staff.
2. The Program Coordinator identified eight students who fit the inclusion criteria
for this study. She emailed the study description and asked interested students
to contact the researcher.
3. The researcher followed up with all eight interested students and asked them to
complete a consent form (see Appendix A) and demographic questionnaire (see
Appendix C) before the interview.
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4. Of the eight participants who expressed interest in the interviews, only six
completed their consent and questionnaire forms. The researcher emailed the
remaining two students but did not hear back despite multiple follow-up
attempts.
5. The researcher scheduled individual interviews with the six students via Zoom
video conferencing technology.
6. Each interview lasted approximately 60 to 80 minutes to allow detailed answers
and additional questions.
7. The researcher stopped recruiting after six interviews. This decision stemmed
from utilizing all eligible and interested individuals and the lack of additional
referrals.
A few days before each interview, the researcher emailed the interview questions
to participants to give them ample time to reflect on their experiences. Building a
researcher–participant relationship entailed employing effective interview strategies, such
as asking good questions, using appropriate probes, being a good listener, and adapting to
changes while interviewing (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). At the start of each interview, the
researcher shared information about herself, which helped put the participants at ease and
allowed them to engage in deep conversations. The researcher made the participants feel
comfortable and secure, aware they had an equal voice throughout the data collection
process (see Saldaña, 2016).
The plan was to conduct field observation, individual face-to-face interviews, and
a face-to-face focus group; however, due to COVID-19 restrictions, it was necessary to
shift to individual virtual interviews. Since Spring 2020, researchers at St. John’s

71

University must collect data virtually to protect research subjects and minimize the risk
of spreading the virus. The researcher decided not to conduct a virtual focus group
because of the challenges with online focus groups. Creswell and Poth (2018) identified
problems with online focus groups, such as
Obtaining complete informed consent, recruiting individuals to participate, and
choosing times to convene. It is important to carefully weigh the drawbacks, for
example, some forms lack visual communication, and most require individuals
who are not hesitant to speak and share ideas or who are technology-savvy. The
less articulate, shy interviewee may present the researcher with a challenge and
less than adequate data. (p. 231)
Lastly, as of September 2021, there were no visitors allowed into the Alternative Center
except for program participants; thus, there was no field observation.
In addition to student interviews, journaling served as another form of data
collection as journaling, or memoing, enabled reflection on the study (Creswell, 2013).
During and after each interview, the researcher took reflective journal notes of the
perceptions and perspectives in the participants’ responses. The notes included detailed
experiences with the study, including emerging themes and codes that informed data
analysis.
Trustworthiness of the Design
Lincoln and Guba (1985) posited that the trustworthiness of a study is essential to
evaluating its worth. Trustworthiness involves establishing credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability. According to Lincoln and Guba, credibility is the
assurance of data accuracy free from bias. Transferability means that a study’s findings
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apply to other contexts. Dependability is the degree to which others can replicate a study.
Finally, confirmability means that the researcher’s biases did not interfere with the
participant-provided data. Ensuring trustworthiness in this study entailed using
triangulation, member checks, reflexivity, and thick description.
Triangulation was a means to improve credibility by collecting data from multiple
sources (Creswell & Poth, 2018). According to Creswell (2013), “When qualitative
researchers locate evidence to document code or theme in different sources of data, they
are triangulating information and providing validity to their findings” (p. 251). Using
different people as data sources, such as multiple interviews, is one approach to
triangulation (Shenton, 2004). Data collection entailed interviewing six college students
about their experiences, resulting in various perspectives and data sources. A
demographic questionnaire indicated consistency in how study participants described
themselves, their barriers, and cultural wealth. Member checks are a strategy to improve
the accuracy, validity, reliability, and credibility of interview data and ensure that the
findings reflect the participants’ voices (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Member checking
occurred verbally throughout the interviews to ensure honest and open responses. To
accurately represent and interpret participants’ experiences, the researcher repeated their
responses and asked follow-up questions for clarification.
To enhance transferability, the researcher provided detailed, thick, and rich
descriptions of settings, participants, and data collection and analysis procedures, which
also helped to make the findings more credible and transferable (Merriam & Tisdell,
2015). According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), with a phenomenon described in sufficient
detail, the conclusions drawn from the data are transferable to other settings and people.
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Consistent with CRT methodology, which centers on the lived experiences of
marginalized communities, thick and rich descriptions for this study also included
verbatim quotes from the participants (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
Last, researcher reflexivity was an approach to enhance confirmability.
Reflexivity is the consideration and acknowledgment of how a researcher’s beliefs and
experiences can influence the research process, including participant responses and data
collection, interpretation, analysis, and presentation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Creswell
and Poth (2018) described reflexivity as occurring when qualitative researchers “position
themselves” (p. 44) in a study by evaluating their background and how it may inform
their interpretations of collected data. Wall et al. (2004) suggested researchers use a
reflexive journal to identify areas of potential bias and minimize their influence.
Immediately following each interview, the researcher took 10 to 15 minutes to journal
about the interview experience and note participants’ responses and nonverbal cues.
Research Ethics
Before recruitment, a researcher must obtain IRB approval for any study
involving human participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This study followed all St John’s
University IRB requirements. A researcher must take exceptional care to protect the
participants’ well-being, privacy, and dignity (Bhattacharya, 2017). Participants knew
they could cancel or end their interviews at any time, with any collected data
subsequently destroyed.
Before the interviews, participants read and signed an informed consent form (see
Appendix A) outlining the study’s process, nature, intent, purpose, and use. The consent
form presented the benefits and possible risks of participation. Benefits included
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providing an opportunity for participants to reflect on their experiences, which could
increase their self-awareness and understanding of how they navigated structural and
cultural barriers to gain entry into college. Honoring their achievements could also
benefit their well-being. The possible risks associated with participation were minimal.
Because of the potential discomfort or stress participants might have felt in recalling their
challenges, hopes, and aspirations, their identities remained confidential. Participants
selected or received pseudonyms for use on the interview transcripts, with all identifying
information omitted to maintain anonymity. Thus, the researcher was the only person
aware of participants’ names and pseudonyms. The researcher assigned a pseudonym to
the community-based college access program to further ensure participant confidentiality.
All video-recorded and written data remained on a private, password-protected computer.
Data Analysis
A thematic data analysis approach was appropriate for this narrative inquiry
study. Informing the data analysis process were CRT and Yosso’s (2005) community
cultural wealth theoretical lenses, which aided in answering the research questions.
Thematic analysis focuses on the themes that emerge from interviews to understand the
concept or experience (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Zoom video conferencing software enabled recording and transcribing the
interviews. The researcher listened to the audio recordings while reading through the
transcripts, updating the transcripts to resolve inconsistencies and ensure accuracy.
Transcript examination followed Creswell and Poth’s (2018) data analysis spiral, in
which “the researcher engages in the process of moving in analytic circles rather than
using a fixed linear approach” (p. 254). Creswell and Poth emphasized a process of

75

preparing and organizing data for analysis, coding and categorizing to reduce the data
into themes, and presenting the data in figures, tables, or discussions (see Figure 4).
Figure 4
The Data Analysis Spiral

Note. Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches (4th
ed.), by J. W. Creswell and C. N. Poth. Copyright 2018 SAGE Publications.
The first loop of the spiral is data management, which includes organizing data
into files and developing a filing system. The researcher created files for each participant
saved under the participant’s pseudonym in a password-protected drive on her computer.
The researcher engaged in manual coding in the spiral’s second loop. The researcher
printed each transcript and read it several times for immersion into the data before
analysis. During line-by-line readings, the researcher made annotations along the left
margin of key points and insights, highlighted important quotes, and circled words
frequently used or emphasized. Through journaling, the researcher continued to take
notes, prepare memos on emerging themes, and document reflections.
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In the third loop, the researcher used the qualitative data analysis software
program Dedoose to store, organize, and code the data. According to Creswell (2013),
coding is a process to sort the text, similar ideas, and data collected during the study. The
two-cycle coding process involved open and focused coding. Open coding is an inductive
process that “involves reading the data and developing coding categories, based on what
data (including the participants’ terms and categories) seem most important” (Maxwell,
2013, p. 142). With open coding, researchers can explore themes and categories within
the data instead of imposing personal views or biases (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Following
initial coding was focused coding to narrow the first cycle of open codes based on
frequent words, quotes, or phrases central to answering the research questions and tied to
the six tenets of CCW. Dedoose allowed the researcher to look across the narratives to
identify common codes in both cycles of the coding process. The software was also
helpful in managing the data, enabling the querying of codes across narratives once
applied. Chapter 4 presents the fourth and fifth loops specific to thematic interpretation
and visualization.
Delimitations and Limitations
Delimitations are researcher-established boundaries to narrow the scope of the
study, including location; timeframe, methodological approach, and sample size
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Intentionally omitting specific factors or variables makes the
study more manageable but affects its generalizability. External validity is essential to
generalize findings to other people or settings (Johnson, 1997). This study was a means to
“show what is unique about a certain group of people, rather than generate findings that
are broadly applicable” (Johnson, 1997, p. 289); thus, external validity was not a high
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priority. The researcher explored, analyzed, and characterized experiences and
knowledge about how low-income Black and Latinx first-year college students in New
York City succeed in the context of oppressive structures.
The first delimitation was conducting a study in the tradition of narrative inquiry
research and within the critical race paradigms targeting a small group of first-year Black
and Latinx students participating in a community-based program in New York City.
Participants were students who had successfully accessed college; thus, the study did not
include the information of students who were not successful. However, this study
contributes to the body of qualitative knowledge highlighting educational successes
among historically underrepresented students. It is impossible to generalize the findings
to students who are not in their first year of college or are not low-income Black and
Latinx college students. Delimitating the study to first-year college students also
precluded generalizing to other age groups. Furthermore, the study was delimited to
students in a college success program at a single community-based organization in New
York City. Their experiences are not representative of students in similar programs or
other institutions.
Rather than limiting the study, these delimitations allowed the researcher to
explore a specific community and examine the different educational pipeline experiences.
By focusing on students who successfully accessed college, this study contributes to the
body of qualitative knowledge that highlights educational successes among historically
excluded students. Finally, the small sample enabled a deeper understanding of what
empowered these students to overcome barriers and succeed.
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Researcher Role
Researcher bias and reactivity, or the researcher’s effects on the participants, are
threats to validity (Maxwell, 2013; Milner, 2007). A researcher’s political stance, beliefs,
and cultural background can impact qualitative research (Bourke, 2014). Bourke (2014)
asserted that “the term positionality both describes an individual’s worldview and the
position they have chosen to adopt about a specific research task” (p. 2). Positionality
demands that researchers understand their views, values, and beliefs relative to the
study’s participants and topic. This section presents how my identity as an Afro-Latina,
first-generation American, and low-income college graduate influenced my approach. I
discuss my beliefs, values, assumptions, expectations, and goals to address subjectivity.
Because I explored New York City first-year college students from marginalized
communities like me, I conducted this research from my perspective based on my
background. I was born into a poor Dominican-American community in a mainly lowincome neighborhood in New York City’s Upper West Side, making me an anomaly in
higher education. I grew up seeing my parents sacrifice their bodies and physical health
as they worked in factories, supermarkets, bodegas, and other jobs where they received
minimum wage or below. Every day, I heard and felt the sacrifices they made so their
five children had a better future. My parents would often say, “They can never take your
education and what you know away from you.” From a young age, I understood that
college was what I was supposed to do. I understood that if I did not go to college, it
would not only set a bad example for my four younger siblings but would be a sign of
disrespect to my parents and the tremendous sacrifices they were making for me.
Academic failure was not an option in the Pérez household.
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My educational journey began in P.S. 165, my neighborhood school. Most of the
students were also first-generation Americans who only spoke Spanish at home, and most
had “red meal tickets” that signaled qualifying for free school lunch. I started
kindergarten in 1984, around the same year that crack emerged in New York City. The
streets were violent, but my school, like my home, provided a nurturing, welcoming, and
safe environment. I flourished academically and gained admissions to Brooklyn
Technical High School, one of New York City’s most highly selective public high
schools. I then attended my parents’ dream school, Barnard College, a women’s college
affiliated with Columbia University.
Attending Barnard College changed my life. Although the university is a short
distance from my childhood home, walking past the gates onto the Columbia University
campus felt like I had received a passport into a different world. It was the first time I
attended a wealthy, predominantly White institution (PWI) and the first time I felt that I
did not belong in an academic environment. I couldn’t relate to the White students or the
Black and Latinx students, most of who came from upper- or middle-class families with
legacies of college attendance. I felt isolated and experienced racial microaggressions as
my more-privileged peers questioned my academic qualifications and insisted I was only
there because of affirmative action.
During those difficult times, I turned to family. I would often walk home to a
world where I was loved and affirmed. Since graduating from college, I have spent the
last 2 decades supporting New York City public high school students to access the same
level of educational opportunities and attainment that I enjoyed. I have worked as a
college counselor in a community-based organization and college admission professional
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at my alma mater. Presently, I am a New York City school district administrator
responsible for ensuring that all students have the knowledge, skills, and resources to
succeed in their chosen postsecondary path.
Because I am a Black Latina who promotes social justice, equity, and inclusion,
my experiences, beliefs, and assumptions directly impact my research, including the
decision to conduct qualitative, applied research with a CRT framework. I am motivated
to, as Chavez (2012) said, “use critical race theory because I have no choice; it is what I
know and how I come to know; it is the heart of my epistemological frame” (p. 343).
Central to CRT is that racism is more than individual prejudice; instead, it is a
systemic feature of America’s social and political structure. I believe that college
aspirations are not enough and that addressing structural and cultural barriers is needed
for more students to access and complete higher education. I believe that access to higher
education for students historically excluded is a matter of moral, economic, and social
justice importance. I also believe that schools should treat students and families as
partners, valuing and utilizing their cultural assets so that every student can achieve
economic and social mobility regardless of identity or circumstance.
Although I am deeply aware that my racial and economic identities and
educational experiences could, in many ways, be analogous to the participants’ stories,
my experiences from 20 years ago cannot encompass what new students face. I took
measures not to impose my recollections and feelings onto the participants. For example,
I always referred back to the raw data and research questions when clustering themes and
drawing conclusions to ensure that I appropriately interpreted the participants’ responses.
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Conclusion
This chapter presented the research design and methodology employed to
understand how structural and cultural inequalities limit opportunities for minoritized
college students and how they utilize their cultural wealth to successfully navigates the
college pathway. There was a discussion of the guiding tradition of narrative inequity
within the critical race paradigm. The chapter showed how critical race methodologies
guided the construction of the research questions, informed the data collection strategy,
and provided a framework to analyze emergent themes. Chapter 4 presents the study’s
findings.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS
The American dream is not just about the present but looking into the future. It’s
generational. It’s about doing whatever you’re passionate about and working hard
to do better than your parents. Because that is what the dream is about. [It] is
about each generation doing better than the last.
—Canelo, Study Participant
The purpose of this qualitative narrative inquiry was to explore the structural and
cultural barriers that low-income Black and Latinx students face accessing higher
education and the personal assets that contribute to the students’ enrollment and
persistence (Bryan et al., 2020; Garrison & Gardner, 2012; Holland, 2017; Yosso, 2005).
This study used CRT to investigate the barriers to accessing higher education and the
CCW model to explore the cultural assets that empowered students to succeed. The three
guiding three research questions were:
1. What personal and institutional factors do low-income Black and Latinx
college students perceive as having contributed to or hindered getting into and
persisting in college?
2. What aspects of students’ community cultural wealth empowered them to gain
access and persist in college?
3. What do students say about how educational institutions can change their
practices to increase college access and eliminate college completion gaps?
The first three chapters introduced the problem regarding significant gaps in the
college pipeline across race/ethnicity and income groups. There was a review of the
literature surrounding the barriers minoritized students must overcome and the
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methodological design chosen to answer the research questions. Chapter 4 presents the
data collection and analysis findings, including excerpts from participant interviews and
demographic survey responses. This chapter begins with a description of the participants,
followed by emergent themes from the data.
Description of Interview Participants
Pseudonyms for the students, the college access program, and the universities
attended protected the participants’ identities and narratives shared during data collection.
The sample comprised six low-income Black and Latinx first-year college students who
participated in the Alternative Center’s college access program. The Alternative Center
supports low-income and first-generation students with getting into, paying for, and
graduating from college or skill-specific certificate programs. The program is open to all
juniors and seniors from public and private high schools in New York City.
Purposefully sampled participants completed a demographic questionnaire (see
Appendix C) before participating in one 60- to 80-minute semistructured interview. The
demographic information provided an additional understanding of the participants’
backgrounds and characteristics, which reflected the multicultural and multiethnic New
York City population. The participants were two Black and four Latinx students whose
families immigrated to the United States from the Dominican Republic (n = 1), El
Salvador (n = 1), Haiti (n = 1), Mexico (n = 2), and Senegal (n = 1). All were from lowincome families, and four were first-generation college students.
Participants were 18 years old and part of the June 2021 high school graduating
class. Five graduated from public high schools, and one received a scholarship to attend a
private high school. Four of the six participants attended high-poverty, segregated public
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high schools. All participants enrolled in college the fall after their high school
graduation. Study participants were in their first semester of college seeking a bachelor’s
degree. Sophia, Esa, and Elizabeth attended selective City University of New York
(CUNY) public colleges and programs, with the latter two attending CUNY honors
programs at two separate campuses. Canelo, Jonathan, and Zawabi attended selective
private institutions. Table 2 presents an overview of participants’ demographic
information.
Table 2
Participant Demographic Data
Pseudonym

Gender

Race/ethnicity

Canelo

Male

Latinx/Mexican

Elizabeth

Female

Esa

Institution

Firstgeneration
American

Firstgeneration
college

Private, NY

Yes

Yes

Latinx/Dominican

CUNY
Honors, NY

Yes

No

Female

Latinx/Mexican

CUNY
Honors, NY

Yes

Yes

Jonathan

Male

Black/Haitian

Private, MA

Yes

Yes

Sophia

Female

Latinx/Salvadorian

CUNY, NY

Yes

Yes

Zawabi

Female

Black/Senegalese

Private, RI

Yes

No

The individual participant descriptions provide context for understanding this study’s
emergent themes discussed in the following section.
Canelo
Canelo is from Staten Island, lives with his parents, and has no siblings. His
parents emigrated from Mexico, and neither graduated high school in their native
country. Canelo’s primary motivation for college was his parents’ commitment to his
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education. He received scholarships to attend a high-resourced private school in
Manhattan from Grades K–12. His high school served a predominantly wealthy White
and international student population. He was involved in a community tutoring/mentoring
program since fourth grade. Since ninth grade, he participated in a community program
for Black and Latinx students to explore the medical field. Canelo was in his first
semester at a highly selective PWI in Upstate New York. He joined a Latinx student
organization and an organization for minoritized students interested in medicine. After
college, he hopes to become a pediatrician.
Elizabeth
Elizabeth is from the Bronx and lives with her single mother and younger brother.
Her mother emigrated from the Dominican Republic and graduated with a bachelor’s
degree from CUNY. Elizabeth’s dreams of becoming a doctor were her primary source of
motivation for college. She attended a high-poverty, high-performing school in
Manhattan serving Grades 6 to 12 with a predominantly low-income Black and Latinx
student population. Through a university partnership with CUNY, her high school
provided students with the opportunity to graduate with 60 college credits. Elizabeth took
advantage of the program and began taking college-level courses at CUNY in the eighth
grade, eventually graduating with an associate’s degree and a high school diploma. While
in high school, she was active in various school sports, including volleyball, soccer, and
basketball. Since sixth grade, Elizabeth participated in a community program supporting
low-income Black and Latinx students exploring the medical field. She was in her first
semester in a CUNY honors program that serves a predominantly White and Asian
student population. During her first semester, she chose not to join any student
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organizations on campus because her peers said the first year of college could be
academically challenging for pre-med students. After college, she hopes to become a
doctor.
Esa
Esa is from the Bronx and lives with her parents and older sister, who is a senior
at a 4-year CUNY. Her parents emigrated from Mexico, and did not complete high school
in their native country. Esa described drawing much of her motivation to attend college
from seeing her older sister be successful. She began her high school career in a highpoverty Brooklyn school serving a predominantly low-income Black and Latinx student
population. She transferred after 1 year because the school did not provide any college
preparatory courses. Esa applied and received admission to a high-poverty, highperformance school in Lower Manhattan, serving a predominantly low-income Black and
Latinx student population. Through various community and university partnerships, her
high school offered a college preparatory curriculum, extracurricular activities,
internships, and sports. Esa was the president of the K-Pop student club and participated
in various internships in literacy and STEM from 10th through 12th grade. She was in her
first semester at a CUNY honors program that serves a predominantly White and Asian
student population. She has not joined any student organizations on campus but was
looking forward to joining the Latinx club in the Spring. Although uncertain about her
career goals, Esa is interested in forensic psychology.
Jonathan
Jonathan and his younger sister were born in Haiti and came to Brooklyn before
he was 2 years old. He lives with both his parents, neither of whom completed high
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school in their native country. His college aspirations started early because his parents
continually stressed that a college degree would give him more options for success.
Jonathan described his high school and neighborhood as full of drugs and crime. He
attended a high-poverty school in Brooklyn that served a predominantly low-income
Black student population. His high school did not offer a college preparatory curriculum
or extracurricular activities, such as sports and student clubs. After much advocacy from
Jonathan’s mother, the school counselor connected him to community resources,
including the SEO scholars program and CUNY College Now, which offered internships
and college classes outside of the school. He was in his first semester at a selective PWI
in Massachusetts. At the time of the interview, he worked at a nonprofit organization that
focuses on financial literacy. After college, he intends to become an entrepreneur or
investment banker.
Sophia
Sophia was born in El Salvador and immigrated when she was 9 years old. She
lives with her single mother, older sister, aunt, and older cousin in the Washington
Heights neighborhood of Northern Manhattan. Her mother did not complete high school
in her native country, and her older sister was a senior at a 4-year CUNY. Her mother’s
hard work and sacrifice inspired Sophia to go to college. She attended the same high
school as Elizabeth. She took advantage of the early college dual-enrollment program,
which allowed her to graduate with a high school diploma and 60 college credits from
CUNY. Sophia participated on her high school’s track team and was a student
government class representative. She was in her first year of college at a selective CUNY
institution with a diverse student population, and she worked at a clothing store on
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weekends to help pay for tuition. After college, she hopes to become a school social
worker.
Zawabi
Zawabi is from the Harlem neighborhood of Northern Manhattan, where she lives
with her single mother; she has no siblings. Her mother emigrated from Senegal and
graduated from a private college with a master’s degree in social work. Zawabi had been
part of a dance program in Harlem since she was 6 years old and considered her dance
teachers and peers part of her extended family. Her motivation for college came from her
career aspirations to become a doctor. She attended a resource-rich, high-performing high
school in Mid-Manhattan serving a predominantly White middle-class student
population. Zawabi participated on her high school’s volleyball, soccer, and basketball
teams. She was a first-year student at a highly selective PWI in Rhode Island, where she
had joined the Black Student Union and African Alliance student organizations on
campus. After college, Zawabi aspires to become a doctor.
Findings
Thematic analysis was the approach utilized for data analysis. Using Creswell and
Poth’s (2018) data analysis spiral, the transcripts underwent examination to identify
emergent themes. Dedoose was the software used to code the interview transcripts. Firstcycle coding entailed open coding to identify themes based on the meaning made by the
participants. Focused coding was the second coding cycle, resulting in the development
of five major themes: (a) early college aspirations, (b) academic preparation, (c) college
counseling and advising, (d) college choice and enrollment, and (e) early campus
connection.
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Despite some individual differences in participants’ experiences across the
college pathway, these overarching themes appeared consistently throughout the
participants’ journeys. The emerging themes and Yosso’s (2005) six factors of CCW
served to answer the research questions. Components of CCW include aspirational
capital, linguistic capital, familial capital, social capital, navigational capital, and resistant
capital. The five themes reflected the stages students must navigate in the college
pipeline, as discussed in Chapter 2, including college readiness, enrollment, and college
persistence (early campus connection). The presentation of themes includes interview
excerpts on how students described their experiences from their perspectives. The use of
direct quotes ensures the use of evidence to support the findings and maintain
transparency and validity.
Theme 1: Early College Aspirations
There is an integral connection between the formation of educational aspirations
and students’ postsecondary trajectory (Dyce et al., 2013; Poynton & Lapan, 2017). All
participants exhibited aspirational capital, which refers to hopes and dreams for the future
regardless of barriers faced by individuals from systemically marginalized groups
(Yosso, 2005). Participants reported that seeing themselves as college students was the
norm and not the exception. Esa stated, “I never saw my life without college. I never had
an option to take a year off because it has always been college as the only option for me.
It was always the next step.” Participants’ motivation came from their families, career
dreams, and resisting negative stereotypes about their neighborhood.
Family. The participants’ college aspirations primarily came from interactions
with their families (familial capital). Whether it was the dream their parents had for them,
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the struggles their parents endured, or the emotional support their family provided,
participants drew inspiration to go to college from their families. Sophia, whose parents
emigrated from El Salvador, shared that bringing honor and pride to her family for the
sacrifices they have made was a vital motivating factor for her success:
When I was in high school, the thing that kept me going the most is thinking how
my mom did not come to this country for nothing. She didn’t come here for me to
get bad grades or for me to get in trouble. I had the mindset that helped me to do
well in school and be disciplined. My mom is a nanny, and she sacrifices so
much. The least I can do is to do good for her, to make her feel like she sacrificed
for something. It’s also for my own good because I am the one that benefits from
getting good grades.
Many other participants also identified their mothers as providing most of their
inspiration. Raised by a single mother, Elizabeth stated that her mother’s college success
nurtured a culture of possibility:
I’ve never really thought, “No, I can’t do college.” It’s always been a path that has
been certain in my mind. I guess it’s always been a given because my mom went
to college and she always has her diplomas displayed. And she’s like, “If I did it,
you can do it.” She always told me that college was the best route to get ahead,
get a career, and provide for myself. So college has always been there. I have
always known that this is the only path for me.
Jonathan discussed how his mother’s value of education contributed to his motivation to
go to college and instilled a form of resistant capital, where his acquisition of knowledge
would contribute to upward mobility:
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My mother always emphasized education because knowledge is power. Once you
learn something, it becomes a part of you, and no one can take it from you. She
really made it something that was very important, something that was like a
priority. My mom had no experience in college. She didn’t know much about it,
but she cares about her kids’ success, so she became an expert in finding
resources and information for me and my sister.
Esa and Sophia identified relationships with their siblings as helping them
develop their college aspirations. Sophia said she drew her motivation from seeing her
older sister pursue her college dreams:
My sister is my inspiration. She is a senior at [CUNY institution name], and she
just always did well in school, and she’s a good person. I would always just see
her because I slept in the same room with her; she will have the light on doing her
homework and go to sleep late finishing her work. It made me think I want to do
well like her because she got good grades and my cousin as well. So I would think
I need to get good grades like them.
Elizabeth was also inspired by her extended family, who provided emotional
encouragement to persist and overcome challenges. She said,
I feel that my family is a big part of me being in college because they are there to
help with everything. Like, for my first softball game, my aunt made invitations
for people to come support me. Some people couldn’t go to the game because it
was far [away] in Randall’s Island, but everyone was at my house waiting for me,
and there was a party. Like everybody in my family was there always showing
support for me. That is what really helps me to keep me going.
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In sum, study participants described their families as immensely valuable in motivating
them to go to college.
Career Aspirations. Three participants—Canelo, Elizabeth, and Zawabi—
connected their college aspirations to their career goals of becoming a doctor. Canelo
described how his family utilized their navigational capital to support his dreams of
becoming a doctor:
I always wanted to be a doctor, and so I sort of learned as I got older that in order
to be a pediatrician, you need to attend college, then go to med school, and then
do your residency. So I started researching about college when I was in middle
school. Since I was an only child, my parents have always been looking for
opportunities to make the process of getting an education easier, so we would be
ahead of the curve and started researching early. Like, once I was in middle
school, I researched about high school and then search for college. So I started to
build a passion about college early on because I know that is the only way to
become a doctor.
Other participants also said they understood from a young age that college was the sole
pathway to reaching their goals of becoming a doctor.
Neighborhood. Jonathan described how negative experiences in his
neighborhood motivated him to go to college to resist negative stereotypes, which
reinforced his resistant capital:
I live in a bad neighborhood where violence is common. But through all of that, I
made it into one of the best colleges in the country because you are more than
where you live because your environment doesn’t have to limit you. It’s about

93

your dreams and how much work you are willing to put in. I mean, as long as you
have a goal in mind and you just keep going and don’t stop until you are where
you want to be.
Other participants also described how resisting negative stereotypes strengthened their
determination to continue forward on the path toward attaining higher education.
Theme 2: Academic Preparedness
Receiving a high-quality education and graduating high school academically
prepared for college was a prevalent theme across all six participants. The participants
were high achieving in that they took the most challenging courses available and
graduated with a high grade point average (GPA). Due to COVID-19 disruptions and test
cancellations in their junior and senior years (March 2020–June 2021), participants did
not take standardized tests, such as state exit exams for high school graduation or the
SAT for college admission. Thus, standardized achievement measures were not part of
the definition of high achievement for this study. All but one participant reported feeling
academically prepared.
Except for Jonathan, the participants attended high-performing high schools
outside of their neighborhood that allowed them to graduate academically prepared and
increased their opportunity for postsecondary enrollment. Conley (2008) defined
academic preparedness as “the level of preparation a student needs in order to enroll and
succeed, without remediation, in a credit-bearing general education course” (p. 4).
Participants’ narratives revealed they wanted more opportunities than their high-poverty,
segregated neighborhood high school could provide. Research shows that schools
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segregated by race, ethnicity, and economics lack the resources to adequately prepare
students for rigorous academic futures (Cohen, 2021; Ladd, 2017).
High School Choice Process. The complex high school choice process affected
study participants’ access to a strong academic program, as all but Jonathan attended
high-performing high schools outside of their neighborhoods. Canelo explained how his
parents drew on their social networks (social capital) to ensure his access to high-quality,
well-resourced private schools:
My parents wanted the best education for me, and they made a lot of sacrifices for
me to have it. They heard from people at church that the best schools were private
schools in downtown Manhattan in the wealthy neighborhoods, so I have been
commuting from Staten Island to Manhattan since I was 5 years old. Along the
way, I had teachers and counselors who helped me and my parents learn about
how to apply to private schools and scholarships to make sure I had the best
opportunity as possible to be academically prepared for college.
Four students participated in New York City’s complex public high school choice
process. Esa, Elizabeth, Sophia, and Zawabi prioritized the schools’ academic quality
when choosing which to attend. They understood that selecting a high school was about
making the right decision to help them achieve their college aspirations.
New York City’s application choice process for public high schools mirrors a
college choice process. Since 2014, the New York City school district has required
eighth-graders to submit applications ranking up to 12 high school programs from more
than 750 offered in 440 high schools citywide. The school district then matches each
student with a high school based on the student’s preferences and the school’s admissions
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criteria. High-performing high schools often use variables like state test scores,
attendance, and behavioral records that disproportionately exclude low-income, racially
minoritized students (Black & Coca, 2017).
Sophia and Elizabeth both attended the same high-performing, high-poverty high
school. The school served Grades 6 through 12 and partnered with CUNY to expose
students to college-level academics starting in middle school. Sophia shared that her high
school choice process started in elementary school, heavily influenced by her teachers.
So I got really lucky with my school because I applied to it when I was still in the
fifth grade. One of my teachers knew the principal of [Early College High School]
and recommended me because I was a good student. So I applied and was
accepted into the school, and I stayed from sixth to 12th grade. I am so grateful to
my teachers who helped me find a good school because I have a lot of friends
who pick the wrong high school, and they ended up with no AP [Advanced
Placement] classes and not ready for college.
Zawabi attended a highly selective, well-resourced, predominantly White public
high school. She reported relying on her mother and teachers to help her navigate the
high school application and choice process:
I honestly don’t even know how I got through the high school application process.
It was so complicated. I give most of the credit to my mom because she has
always wanted me to be in the best schools and she pushes me to take advantage
of my talents. So she asked my teachers for help when I was in middle school, for
letters of recommendations and to help me edit the essay. For the interview, I
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really didn’t prepare for that. I spoke like I do in everyday life, and I guess they
can relate to me, so that’s why I got in.
Esa transferred high schools after ninth grade because her initial choice did not
meet her academic expectations. She said,
I went to a high school in Brooklyn for ninth grade but applied for a transfer
because the school did not have the classes to prepare me for college. Like, it
didn’t have any AP classes, and I learned that the school had low graduation rates.
That was not clear to me when I applied. Also, it was over an hour-long train ride
from my house in the Bronx, so it wasn’t worth it.
Access to a Strong Academic Program. All participants but Jonathan praised the
academic rigor and challenging courses available at their high schools. Sophia
commended her school’s dual-enrollment program and the early access to college-level
courses in helping her graduate prepared. She explained,
I started taking college classes in eighth grade, and the college classes got harder
each year. In the eighth grade, I took art class at my school, and by 10th grade, I
started taking classes on a CUNY campus with professors in classes with college
students. In the 11th grade, I took college algebra, and by senior year, I was able
to also take required courses for my major, which is psychology. Since the eighth
grade, I have been building college credits, so that is why I’m 18 years old and I
am entering as a junior with 60 college credits.
Sophia believed that dual-enrollment programs help students prepare for college and
increase their chances for college completion. She recommended expanding the program
to allow more students across the city to earn college credits at no cost. She reflected,
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I think my high school prepared me well for college. I was able to take classes in
a college campus with real professors, which is even better than taking AP
classes. With AP, you stay in your high school and take classes with your [high
school] teachers. Taking college classes also saved me money because now I only
have 2 more years left for college. I’m happy that politicians are paying attention
and expanding the program. I hope it reaches more students because it is an
opportunity for underprivileged kids who don’t have the money to go to college
for free and get an associate’s degree. It’s just a very viable opportunity that I
really wish every minority student should have available to them because it will
help more students graduate from college.
Zawabi spoke about her school’s culture of high expectations and how it helped
her feel academically confident about succeeding in college:
I really disliked this immunology class because it was one of the hardest classes I
had ever taken. But I’m grateful that my school offered this class because it
definitely prepared me for college and made me feel confident, like, I can handle
whatever hard classes came my way. My teacher pushed everyone in my class so
much. Like, even though we’re learning about immunology, you come out of the
class not only knowing the topic but also life lessons. Like, my teacher is
hardcore. She expected us to do well in her class, but after class, she jokes around
and tells us that she loves us and that we are gonna get through it.
Esa referenced her high school’s access to resources compared to her peers when
she mentioned that her school offered advanced courses and extracurricular activities.
She explained,
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My school has a lot of opportunities for us, like lots of AP classes, College Now
classes at CUNY, and student clubs that were super helpful to get into college.
My school also had a Google Classroom with [a] list of after-school clubs,
scholarships, and internships for all students, from freshman to seniors. I was the
president of K-Pop Club, and that was fun. I was able to get two internships from
the Google Classroom list. I feel very lucky to be here because most students
don’t have this type of support.
Canelo said he felt academically prepared for college because his private high
school allowed him to graduate with an International Baccalaureate (IB) diploma, an
internationally accepted qualification into higher education. He explained,
I feel like my school prepared me not just for college with IB classes but also for
the real world. Going to an international school was a big plus because it was not
only city kids that went to that school, but people from China, Brazil, and all over
the world. So that was [a] pretty cool experience and motivating to get to hear
different stories, different lifestyles and perspectives. It expanded my thinking.
Most people don’t get that level of interaction and diversity until they get to
college, so I was very lucky to be exposed to that at a young age.
Neighborhood School. Jonathan attended a high-poverty, segregated high school
in his neighborhood. He said his family lacked basic high school planning information
and made their selection without support from the middle school counselors and teachers.
Jonathan summarized the educational injustices that impacted his high school,
characterized by fiscal instability and negative school climate:
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My school is a very small public school in Brooklyn. I didn’t really like my
school because it was one of the worst schools in, like, the country because we
don’t get the same materials or same resources that other schools get. Because we
don’t live in a rich neighborhood, we got the bare minimum. Also, every year
teachers will be gone, because they don’t get paid enough. Not a lot of kids show
up to school, and few think about their future after high school. The school also
struggled financially, so we didn’t have the money to even create a club or do any
extracurricular activities as a graduating class.
Asked if his school had academically prepared him for college, Jonathan shared his
frustration over the lack of academic rigor:
My school did not prepare me for college because it did not have the classes I
needed. My school offered no AP classes. In fact, I wouldn’t have gotten into
[College] if my mom didn’t pressure the administration to offer pre-calculus
because [College] is very competitive college and they don’t accept you if you
don’t have advanced courses and my school did not offer that.
Jonathan further shared how his mother conveyed navigational capital, maneuvering
through the school system to ensure he had the pre-college class necessary to qualify for
a 4-year selective college:
My mom didn’t know much about college, but she cares about her kids’ success,
so she became an expert in finding resources and information for me and my
sister. In August, we were looking at different college websites. My mom checked
to see what classes I was scheduled to take in the fall for my senior year. She
didn’t see pre-calculus that I needed to get into college. So my mom called the
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principal. She called the people in charge and scheduled an appointment for a
meeting in person, and she got straight to work. The school created the class after
school for me and like four other kids. She made it happen.
Despite the challenges he faced, such as a lack of resources and opportunities, Jonathan
could still achieve academically.
Theme 3: College Counseling and Advising
College readiness measures go beyond academic preparation; they also include
access to college knowledge and assistance to complete college and financial aid
applications (Bryan et al., 2017; Welton & Martinez, 2013). Applying to college is an
intense process that even the most affluent students cannot easily navigate on their own.
Although participants appreciated their high schools’ strong academic programs, none
were satisfied with the level of college counseling they received. Participants experienced
structural and cultural barriers, such as large student-to-counselor ratios, COVID-19
disruptions, negative school climate, and microaggressions.
Structural Barriers to High School College Counseling. Esa, Elizabeth,
Jonathan, and Sophia expressed that structural barriers made it difficult to access college
information and assistance at their high-poverty schools. Participants said their school
counselor was primarily responsible for assisting with the college admissions process.
However, counselors’ large caseloads (i.e., counselor-to-student ratio) and broad
responsibilities limited the time they could devote to college counseling. When asked
about college counseling support at his high school, Jonathan responded,
My counselor tried to provide resources in terms of helping us apply to colleges,
but what he provided was not enough. He had, like, 300 students and was always
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busy in meetings with parents or meeting with the students who need emotional
help. My counselor never had time to meet with me about college stuff. I made
appointments to see him, but he always had to reschedule. Something [always]
came up.
Jonathan also described the college counseling support he sought from his high school
counselor:
Like, he didn’t help me with the personal essay or applying for scholarships or
give me information about which colleges no longer need the SATs. Like, lots of
schools made changes because of COVID, and it was hard to keep up with all the
requirements. But my counselor didn’t even know a lot of the information. I don’t
think he had the time to do everything.
Participants said their school counselors primarily disseminated information about
college in large groups and impersonal settings. Participants shared their frustration about
the inability to meet with their high school counselors and receive personalized
information and assistance to complete complex financial aid applications. Sophia
related,
At my high school, we have the counselor, and she was supposed to help us with
that whole college process. She was really nice and tried her best, but there was
only one of her, and she had, like, 400 students to take care of. …It’s just never
possible for her to get to each and every one of us. She would come to our class,
too, and give presentations, but that wasn’t helpful. Like, some kids asked the
same questions over and over, which meant that I didn’t get any information I
needed to finish my FAFSA [Free Application for Federal Student Aid]. I don’t
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think 45 minutes is enough time for us to get all this information. Thank God I
had [Alternative Center], who answered my questions because I didn’t have
anyone else at the school I can ask. It’s not like my teachers know how to do the
FAFSA.
Other participants also reported lacking access to other school staff who could
provide individualized support to engage in discussions and make meaning of the
information presented in large-group settings. Esa said her school counselor was the sole
source of college-going information and assistance at her school:
I asked my teachers for advice about college, but they usually referred me to my
counselor, who never had time. I found that most teachers did not know much
about SAT or FAFSA, so I mainly went to them for help with college essays and
letters of recommendation.
COVID-19 Disruptions. Participants said that school closures and remote
learning due to COVID-19 made it difficult to get the college knowledge and assistance
they needed from their counselors and teachers. Elizabeth shared,
The guidance because of COVID wasn’t as good at my school. I think COVID
made everything harder because we had to do everything through Zoom and by
appointments. That was hard because sometimes there was connection problems,
or the counselor was so busy with everything else and have to reschedule. My
counselor also met with the entire senior class, like 300 of us on Zoom, and it was
really disruptive. We kept getting logged off, so we had to stop everything and log
back in. I felt so lost most of the time. Also, my teachers were busy with [the]
transition from the classroom to Zoom. It was harder to get my recommendation

103

letters that I needed from them. I felt like I was getting very little help from
school.
The participants reported a lack of connection and relationship with their school
counselors. They suggested that the schools hire more counselors to help students with
college guidance and mental health needs. Jonathan said,
We need to hire more high school counselors to help students apply to college.
The process should also start earlier, like in the ninth grade, so by the time you get
to be a junior, you already know what colleges you are interested in applying to,
and you know if you are taking the right classes to get into those schools. I feel
like my counselor, he tries his best, but he has too many students and he’s always
too busy to help with college applications. I am glad I found [Alternative Center]
to help me, but a lot of students don’t find out about programs, so they don’t get
the help they need, which is messed up because all students should be able to get
help if they want to go to college.
Other participants felt more school counselors were necessary to support students’ mental
health needs, such as depression and anxiety brought on by the pandemic.
Cultural Barriers to High School College Counseling. Cultural barriers
emerged in two participants’ interviews. Zawabi and Canelo attended high-resourced,
predominantly White high schools. They reported that although their high schools had
multiple college counselors on staff, the negative environment minimized access to
effective college counseling. Asked how her high school helped with the college process,
Zawabi said an explicitly racial incident resulted in a poor relationship with her school
counselor:
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I feel like my school was geared towards helping a certain demographic, and I do
not represent that. There was this situation where this White girl went to the
counselors upset that she didn’t get into a college, and she blamed it on—her
words—“people with Down syndrome, Black people, and Latino people who took
[her] spot.” The four college counselors all laughed with her, like they agreed
with her. They didn’t try to stop her or tell her she was wrong. That incident made
me have bad faith in the counselors and not trust them because they were all
laughing, and they did not try to protect me or other Black students.
Canelo had witnessed implicit attacks or microaggressions against his friends,
targeting their social class identity. He stated,
I would say no one was mean to me personally, but I would just hear from other
students, who are the same as me, Mexican students who were also on
scholarships, who experienced really mean things. Because a lot of students who
come from wealthy backgrounds from other countries, some of them are not used
to being with other students who are not in the same economic class, so they
would act some ways and say some things that would come off as disrespectful to
students who were on scholarships. So that’s one thing that maybe the school
should have built upon, just making sure to address that because they made it
pretty clear about race. The school made sure to be on top of and talked about
during town halls, especially after George Floyd. But I guess they just forgot to
talk about the students who are scholarship recipients and don’t pay the full
$80,000 tuition. Some kids paid in full and others did not, and we had different
experiences at the school.
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Zawabi decided not to work with her school counselor, whom she felt did not
believe she could succeed. She said,
I was always wary of my school counselors. They were all White women, and I
just didn’t feel very comfortable going to them because all they mentioned were
safety schools for me. They didn’t push me or any of my Black friends to apply to
competitive schools, which I thought was very concerning. Then after the racist
incident happened my senior year, it confirmed that they were probably racist. So
I was like, I can’t deal with that. I can’t trust these people. Thank God I had the
help from [the Alternative Center] because I would have never gotten into an Ivy
League school without their help.
Zawabi drew on a robust source of social capital in the community-based college access
program. By moving forward with her plan to apply to selective colleges, Zawabi also
demonstrated resistant capital in trusting herself and not blindly trusting her school
counselor, an institutional agent.
Canelo added that as a low-income student, his school did not provide him with
adequate support needed to complete important financial aid forms needed to make
college accessible to him.
My school prioritized students who they thought would have a higher chance of
getting into the top schools. So I was sort of thrown down the list of attention that
they would give, and they didn’t help me with FAFSA and other parts of the
application that were important to me to make sure I could afford to go to college.
Zawabi and Canelo both reported feelings of disappointment and hurt about their schools’
failures to address microaggressions and other explicit racial and class-based acts.
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Zawabi recommended mandatory staff diversity and equity training and changes in
student enrollment policies to create and nurture inclusive school environments:
One thing that needs to change is the environment at my school. When the
incident happened, there was no consequence for racism in the school. Like, that
girl, she wasn’t placed in detention or suspension for what she did. There also
wasn’t any diversity and equity training for staff to learn that what they did [was]
wrong. The school claimed that the training was too much money, which doesn’t
make sense because we are one of the best-funded public schools in the city. Like,
the PTA is always fundraising for the school. So I want these trainings to be
mandatory for staff and students so they learn how to treat people with respect.
Also we need to get more Black and Latino students because the school does not
reflect the majority of students who live in the city.
Community-Based College Advising. Participants found the support and
encouragement from the Alternative Center’s college access program was a more
significant resource for college knowledge and assistance than their schools. The
Alternative Center provided participants with intensive and personalized one-on-one
advising in their junior and senior years. The indvidualized college advising focused on
college exploration and application, financial aid application, scholarship search, and
college choice and selection.
Participants explained that the lack of available college counseling at their schools
motivated them to activate their social capital and seek resources at the Alternative
Center. Esa shared how she took the initiative and asked her school counselor for help
connecting to community resources:
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I told my guidance counselor, “I know you are busy, so can you help me look for
a program that can help me with essays and FAFSA?” And she was like, “Sure,”
and so she put me in touch with the director at [Alternative Center].
Canelo received a referral to the Alternative Center’s college access program from
another community program:
I was in [Community Tutoring Program] since fourth grade, and they connected
me to [Alternative Center]. It was really helpful because my school’s college
counselor did not really help in the college application; it was mostly [Alternative
Center] that helped me along the way.
Elizabeth said she learned about the program through her peers:
It was actually in the end of my junior year. Some of my friends were like, “Hey,
I know that the guidance counselor isn’t working out, so we found this program
that can help.” So I got lucky because I learned about it from my friends, and I
would have been lost without the [Alternative Center].
The six participants contrasted their experiences of working with the school
counselor and the Alternative Center program advisor. The Alternative Center’s program
advisors had relatively small caseloads than the national student-to-school counselor ratio
in public high schools of 311 to 1 (ASCA, 2019). Serving only 50 students, program
college advisors could provide more targeted, individualized support and nurture positive
relationships.
Asked about the most beneficial college access program, Canelo said the one-onone meetings with his program advisor provided the personalized guidance he needed to
complete the FAFSA application process:
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It was mostly [Alternative Center] that helped me along the way. They helped
with everything that my high school did not really help me with. They helped me
look for scholarships, write my essays, complete the FAFSA and CSS profile.
[Program Advisor] was always there for me when I had a question because we
met one-on-one, so that made it easier to get all my questions answered. Also, I
can email her and get information and set up appointments whenever I was
feeling overwhelmed. They were really so helpful. I wouldn’t be at [Institution]
without them.
Zawabi found the weekly one-on-one sessions most helpful, offering the structure
and guidance she needed to complete critical steps in the college application process. She
said,
[Program Advisor] kept me on my to-do list. She was like, “Okay, this is what
needs to get done this week.” And it was very helpful because my peers, they
didn’t have that schedule, so it was, like, one day until they had to submit their
things, and they were scrambling. But I never felt like I was scrambling. It was
just about setting a goal for the week with [Program Advisor], completing that
goal, and then setting another goal for next week until it all got done. Even though
it was a lot, I wasn’t stressed because I had a schedule.
Participants cited the positive and trusting relationships with their program
college advisors as helping shape their college pathway. Esa said her strong tie with her
program college advisor helped her overcome personal challenges:
I struggled a lot with depression during high school. But I feel better now. My
sister and [Program Advisor] helped me through it. My older sister, she always
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comforted me and reminded me that things were going to be okay. [Program
Advisor] referred me to a therapist, and she was so sweet about it. She didn’t
make me feel like a victim, and that’s what I loved about her. She always
encouraged me and made me feel like college was still possible.
Esa’s comments showed the holistic support provided by the Alternative Center through
referrals to other resources when personal issues arose.
Theme 4: College Enrollment
College enrollment choice is a three-step process where students develop an
interest in attending college, search for information, and choose to enroll (Hossler &
Gallagher, 1987). Deciding where to attend college could be one of the most difficult
choices a high school student makes. The participants considered many factors in
deciding where to enroll, including family, recommendations from the Alternative Center
program college advisor, college environmental factors, and financial aid.
College Environmental Factors. The environmental aspects included institutionspecific characteristics that students found attractive, such as ranking and reputation,
programs, location, size, and job placement. Jonathan shared,
My mom and I both made a list of what was important and everything we were
looking for, and we compared it. Like, I wanted to go as far away as possible but
my mom wanted me to be close, so my school is somewhere in the middle. I
know I needed a small environment because I would get lost in a big school
setting. I was also looking at the salary of graduates. I wanted to make over
$70,000, and the average student graduating from my college is making about
$77,000 a year, like, 6 months after graduation.
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Jonathan’s comments also indicate the collective, family-based, decision-making
approach to college enrollment to ensure the family’s overall well-being.
College Costs and Financial Aid. College costs and financial aid were the most
critical factors in enrollment decisions for study participants. Knowing the financial
hardship postsecondary education could put on their family, each participant decided to
attend the institution with the lowest tuition and student loan costs. The participants said
they were afraid of taking out student loans and getting into debt. Esa commented, “I
don’t want to owe money before I even graduate. I don’t want my first paycheck after
college to mostly go to pay student loans.”
Participants had searched for scholarships to lessen the financial burden, thus
reducing the amount of tuition their parents would have to pay and the student loans they
would have to take. Canelo and Jonathan expressed gratitude for the Alterative Center for
providing them the financial support to attend their first-choice institution. Canelo said,
I was nervous when I got my financial aid package. I thought I wouldn’t be able
to afford going to my dream college and felt so defeated, like it was over. But
[Alternative Center] stepped in right away. They helped me to appeal my
financial aid, and that lowered how much my parents had to pay. They also gave
me a scholarship of $1,000 for every year I am in college. I’m thankful that my
parents don’t have to work extra hours in order for me to attend my dream school.
Sophia was unsuccessful in securing what she considered would be enough
funding to attend her first-choice institution. She said the financial aid gap and her
aversion to student loans influenced her to remain at the CUNY institution where she had
earned dual-enrollment credit. She explained,
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Financial aid is a big issue. I got into my dream school, which was [Institution],
but I had to pay, like, $5,000 a semester, and that was on top of the loans they
wanted me to take. I clearly cannot do that. They know I cannot afford that. How
could they expect me to pay this much? They see how little my mom makes. It’s
just not fair. So I decided to stay at [CUNY] because I had been taking classes
there since eighth grade, so they will take all my credits and make sure I can
afford it. I now pay $1,000 every semester, which is a lot, so I work during the
weekends to pay tuition and buy my books and Metrocard since my mom can’t
help me with that. I used to be terrified of student loans, but I might become a
little friendly because if I take out the loan, then I may have to work less hours.
Although Sophia was disappointed with her decision to attend the CUNY institution,
after her cost-benefit analysis, she believed it was the best financial decision
Community-Based Recommendations and Support. All study participants
found the Alternative Center community-based college advising successful in helping
them identify, apply to, and enroll in selective colleges and universities that fit their
interests and abilities. Furthermore, all but Sophia could attend their first-choice
institution. Participants credited the Alternative Center program’s support of their high
aspirations for college, providing the necessary information, access to networks, and
support in the search and selection process.
In addition to personalized support tailored to meet their specific needs, the
participants said they benefited from the program’s group advising activities, including
college visits, informational meetings with admissions officers, and college transition
workshops, all occurring virtually because of COVID protocols. Elizabeth said,
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I was really overwhelmed and confused about where to apply because I didn’t
know whether I wanted to stay in the city or go. The [Alternative Center] helped
me to create my college list. They set up meetings with admissions offices, which
were so good because it was only a small group of us in Zoom, so there was time
for us to ask questions. [Program Advisor] was the best at helping me decide
where to apply. She helped me to find the CUNY Honors program, and I am so
grateful because I didn’t even know that CUNY had an honors college. I wouldn’t
be here at this school now without them. The honors college has so many
resources, and I am so happy here.
Other participants also felt their program advisor knew them well enough to recommend
colleges that matched their academic abilities and fit their social and financial needs.
Despite having a poor relationship with her high school counselor, Zawabi said
her program advisor helped her fulfill her aspirations to enroll in an Ivy League
institution. Zawabi shared,
If I did not have the [Alternative Center], I would not have gotten into my dream
school. [Program Advisor], she’s just like a mom. She was very encouraging of
me and believed in me. She would say, “I think you should apply to this school
even though they’re a little out of your range. I think you can do it.” She helped
me with my college essay and with FAFSA and CSS. I mean, she helped me with
everything. I am so grateful to her.
Overall, student narratives indicated that the Alternative Center built on already high
levels of aspirational capital and academic preparation by providing information and
assistance in exploration and application to 4-year schools.
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Theme 5: Early Campus Connection
Research shows that racially and economically minoritized college students
struggle to adjust and succeed at their universities. They are less likely to be engaged in
the academic and social experiences that increase college success, such as studying in
groups, interacting with faculty and other students, participating in extracurricular
activities, and using support services (Means & Pyne, 2017; Tinto, 2017). Contrary to the
literature, however, all study participants attended school full time, had limited family
responsibilities, and worked a few hours a week, facilitating their academic and social
engagement and adjustment to college.
All participants reported feeling connected to their campuses. Students drew on
sources of motivation and encouragement from institutional support services, such as
academic advising, first-year programming experiences, and involvement in student
activities. Participants also identified supportive relationships with their peers as
instrumental in their transition and encouragement to persist. Only one participant
benefited from community-based persistence support from the Alternative Center.
Academic Adjustment. Academic adjustment consists of students’ success in
understanding the expectations in the classroom regarding effective study skills and the
demands of college (Tinto, 2017). At the time of this study, all participants were in their
first semester at selective 4-year colleges. Students’ narratives showed that their high
aspirational capital and K–12 academic preparation provided a strong foundation for
academic college transition. In response to academic challenges, participants did not
disengage or question their ability to perform. Instead, they increased their effort and
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adapted strategies to ensure positive outcomes, such as accessing and activating multiple
forms of capital, including aspirational, social, resistant, and navigational.
When asked about her college experiences, Zawabi, said her academic challenges
included time management and study techniques appropriate for the college level. She
explained,
It’s definitely fast-paced and a lot of learning. Like, we learn a year’s worth of
material in 3 months, and that’s just crazy to me. So it’s been very hard because
I’ve found, like, I have to study together with my friends. I also go to office hours,
but it’s definitely something I have to get used to, like how to effectively learn
and how to effectively study and take notes.
Although Canelo attended a high-resourced high school with a strong academic
program, he said his academic transition was not as smooth as he expected:
Since I graduated with an IB diploma from my school, I thought I wasn’t going to
have such a hard time once in college, but I’m not going to lie, it’s been a little
shaky. I’m taking four classes—I’m taking biology, chemistry, writing, and sign
language. I am doing pretty well in sign language and writing. I have A’s, so I am
chilling in those classes, and I’m enjoying them. The only difficulty is chemistry
and a little bit of biology, well more chemistry because the concepts are based in
math. Like, I’m good at math, but I wouldn’t say I like math. The first two exams
that I had in biology and chemistry did not go the way I expected them to go.
Canelo said his peers provided him with the support and motivation to persist
academically:
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I was a little bit down because I know that a GPA for medical school is important.
So I was worried, but I had some peers who are also going into the med field tell
me that “It’s okay, like, it’s not the end of the world. You have three more exams.
Don’t spend too much time thinking about past mistakes. Like, it happened, it’s in
the past. You gotta look forward for the future and what’s to come.”
Jonathan described how he interacted with faculty and other academic resources
on campus to achieve academic success.
My transition at first was rough. In terms of academics, like, I came from a very
low-income high school, so I wasn’t really challenged. So when I got to my first
class, I failed my first quiz. So I’m the type of person who doesn’t dwell on
things; like, I do something about it. So I went to tutoring, to my professor’s
office hours, and [to] study groups with my friends. I went to the writing center.
Like, I am doing everything, and it’s been working out, and my grades have been
getting better.
Not all participants experienced a difficult academic transition. Many participants
described feeling well-prepared for the rigor of university coursework. Sophia said the
dual enrollment program exposed her to the college setting and academic expectations:
So, because high school was such a stressful time—because it was not only high
school but also college—I had gotten into my head that there’s just no way is
college going to be that hard for me, and I was right. So, even though it’s the
same amount of college work, it’s more bearable now because it’s not double the
work with high school. Now it’s just one thing that I can focus on. I don’t have to
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worry about two GPAs, two different teachers, two separate buildings. Now it’s
only college.
First-Year Experience Programming. All participants benefited from first-year
experience programmatic offerings that aided their transition to college and facilitated
social adjustment in multiple ways—for example, preparing them for what to expect
upon campus arrival and connecting them to staff, peers, and campus resources. Social
adjustment includes social ties and day-to-day social interactions with peers, faculty, and
administrators (Means & Pyne, 2017; Tinto, 2017). For the participants, programs varied
by the institution and included academic advising, co-curricular offerings, summer bridge
residential programs, and 1-day early orientation programs.
Half of the participants reflected on the importance of academic advising and
other first-year experience programming, such as peer mentors and co-curricular
experiences, to their college transition. Elizabeth and Esa said that meeting with their
academic advisor assigned through their CUNY honors program was an integral part of
their successful college transition. Elizabeth shared,
I really love the CUNY honors program because they have great support—not
[CUNY Institution], because they have little support—but the honors program is
really amazing. They have support in place to make sure you don’t feel alone.
Even before I can reach out to anyone saying I need help, the peer mentors and
advisor reach out to me. I’ve had like four meetings with my advisors and my
peer mentors. It seems like almost every week somebody [is] checking in on you.
My peer mentor in her junior year and she has become like a friend because I feel
like I am always talking to her and asking her questions. I am also taking a class
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called Arts in New York City, where first-year students get to go to museums and
do other cool things around the city and bond together and have fun. All these
experiences have been really helpful in making me feel comfortable here.
Esa also described her relationship with her CUNY honors academic advisor as
supportive. She said her advisor provided encouragement and connected her to campus
resources:
CUNY honors program provides an advisor, and she helps you with anything, like
where to go for academic or mental health. I have been going to my academic
advisor like every single week. I email or go to her office with questions about
everything. She’s really nice and has been helpful. Like 2 weeks ago, I talked to
her because I was struggling to find an internship for next semester. And I am
confused about my major. She referred me to someone at the Career Center to get
help with my resume and get [a] list of places I can apply to for internships, which
made me feel much better knowing that I have a plan.
Sophia did not experience the same level of institutional support at CUNY.
Although Elizabeth and Esa benefited from academic advising through the CUNY honors
program, they received limited support from their respective institutions. Sophia
summarized the challenges of attending an underfunded public institution and suggested
that government officials increase funding to improve student support services:
There is technically an academic advisor, but it’s not assigned to you. The advisor
doesn’t reach out to you to tell you to set up an appointment or anything. It’s you
reaching out and setting up an appointment—that is, if you can even get an
appointment with them because they have too many students they need to work
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with, so they are never available to help you. It’s horrible. I feel like that’s what
CUNY is known for. It has that reputation of not having good resources. I feel
like only the students in special programs like [Accelerated Study in Associate
Programs] or honors get good resources. But regular CUNY, I feel like the school
doesn’t get enough money to hire enough people because the people who works
here seem overwhelmed, like, the lines for the financial aid office are always so
long. Like, sometimes, you call the phone number, and no one picks up at the
office.
Canelo and Zawabi, both of whom had attended private colleges, said their
participation in a residential summer bridge program helped them to make friends, which
made their social transition from high school to college less overwhelming. Canelo
explained,
I have a close friend group. I am lucky I had a summer bridge program experience
where I became friends with people. We’ve built such a strong connection. We’re
always moving around together. I’m thankful for the [transition program] because
I got to meet them and build such a strong bond, and now we go everywhere
together, and we help each other with everything. Like, we study together, go to
parties together, and just find ways to have fun together.
For study participants, participating in first-year programming allowed them to connect
with peers, develop friendships, and cultivate a feeling of belonging to campus.
Student Involvement. When asked how they responded to their transition to
college and what actions they took, many participants reported becoming involved in oncampus activities, such as cultural organizations. Zawabi said her participation in the
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Black Student Union (BSU) was pivotal in finding other Black students with whom she
could relate and build community. Zawabi found the BSU was a resource for
information-sharing and a community through which Black students could connect on
campus. She said,
I would say that the Black community here is very strong. Like, I would say that I
know most of them, and they’re very welcoming at BSU meetings. My friends
from BSU] have been so helpful, especially the upperclassmen, since I ask them
about everything. Especially with not knowing what I’m going to concentrate in, I
usually go to them and ask them, like, “Oh, what are you majoring in? Why are
you majoring in it? Are you pre-med? Do you think you will stay pre-med?
Where do you live?” Because there is a dorm for Black students on campus and I
think I may want to live there.
Canelo said that joining the Latinx Association on campus allowed him to connect
to other Latinx students who offered emotional support in helping him navigate the
various aspects of the college:
I would say a big surprise is how few minorities are on this campus. The school is
like 60% White, then Asians, and then Hispanic and Black students. I am the only
Hispanic in some of my classes, which can feel lonely. I guess this is why we
stick together. A lot of people could look at that and see it as like we’re just trying
to keep in our own bubble, but we’re only doing that due to the fact that we have
a lot in common, and we can help each other in ways that other students might
not.
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The participants in the study often needed advice about classes and what to do if
they were not succeeding in one of their courses. In general, they tried to understand how
the college system operated. For many students, peers served as a critical source of not
only social capital in terms of providing information, but aspirational and resistant
capital, as well. Seeing examples of upper classmen helped them build on existing
aspirations to persist and served as powerful counternarratives to the dominant story
about low-income Black and Latinx college students not graduating from selective
colleges (resistant capital).
Community-Based Persistence Support. The Alternative Center provides
persistence support for its participants. An assigned success coach generally works with
students one-on-one help with course registration, financial aid, academic advising, and
career development. However, only one participant reported benefiting from the
Alternative Center program’s persistence support services. Jonathan shared,
[Success Coach] has checked in on me since I have been in college to make sure I
am okay. It’s been nice to have someone check in to make sure I am on track with
my classes. It feels good to know that they are there for me in college like they
were in high school.
Other participants were waiting for the Alternative Center to hire a success coach
to offer persistence support. Zawabi said,
I actually need to email my success coach because the person left and I don’t
know who my new one is. But I know that there’s always someone there at the
[Alternative Center] to talk to if I need help. I sometimes get emails about
internships that I need to start to actually take advantage of. I’m grateful for them.
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Due to limited student participation in the Alternative Center’s college success
program, this study could not explore the impact of community-based persistence support
in helping students reach their completion goals.
Conclusion
The purpose of this qualitative narrative inquiry was to explore the structural and
cultural barriers that low-income Black and Latinx students face accessing higher
education and the personal assets that contribute to the students’ enrollment and
persistence (Bryan et al., 2020; Garrison & Gardner, 2012; Holland, 2017; Yosso, 2005).
This chapter provided demographic information on the six participants and their college
pathway experiences. The profile information for each participant indicated their
aspirations, high school and college enrollment choices, and the challenges they faced
during their experiences. The interview data underwent analysis to identify common
themes related to the research questions outlined in Chapter 1. Open and focused coding
resulted in the emergence of five major themes that aligned with how the participants
accessed higher education and the CCW they utilized: (a) early college aspirations, (b)
academic preparation, (c) college counseling and advising, (d) college choice and
enrollment, and (e) early campus connection.
All students exhibited aspirational capital. They said attending college was always
an option, and their families let them know that college was not only an expectation but
also possible. Each student was high achieving, and the majority attended highperforming high schools outside of their neighborhoods, which provided access to a
college preparatory curriculum and the opportunity to graduate academically prepared.
Students reported that the support and encouragement gained from the Alternative
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Center’s college access program was a more significant resource for college knowledge
and assistance than what they received from their high schools. All participants enrolled
in selective 4-year colleges and programs. Among the considerations in deciding where
to enroll were the total cost of attendance, family, and recommendations from their
Alternative Center program college advisor. Participants also considered college
environmental factors, such as location, size, and job placement. Last, institutional
resources, such as first-year programming experiences and supportive peer relationships,
strengthened participants’ existing aspirational capital and helped their transition while
encouraging them to persist.
Chapter 5 provides insight into understanding participants’ experiences from a
CCW perspective, one of the theoretical frameworks for this study. There will be a
connection between this study’s emergent themes and the literature aligned with the
research questions. The chapter will also present implications of the findings, limitations
of the study, areas for future research, and recommendations for practice.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION
Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world.
—Nelson Mandela
Sixty-six years after Brown v. Board of Education (1954), disparities in
educational opportunities and outcomes continue to be major civil rights issues that
threaten societal well-being (Cahalan et al., 2020; Chetty et al., 2018; Farmer-Hinton,
2008). Structural forces entrenched in U.S. society, including racial segregation and
inadequate funding, present barriers for marginalized students, particularly low-income
Black and Latinx learners. Racially and economically minoritized students struggle to
navigate the educational path at every stage of the college pipeline, from access and
enrollment to persistence and graduation (Darling-Hammond, 2001; Dyce et al., 2013;
Knight-Manuel et al., 2019). Despite the often-explored systemic barriers and oppressive
forces, many low-income, racially minoritized students enroll in college and persist
(Harper et al., 2018). The purpose of this qualitative narrative inquiry was to explore the
structural and cultural barriers that low-income Black and Latinx students face in
accessing higher education and the personal assets that contribute to the students’
enrollment and persistence (Bryan et al., 2020; Garrison & Gardner, 2012; Holland,
2017; Yosso, 2005).
Although a vast amount of research has focused on students from marginalized
communities, minimal scholarship emphasizes the narratives of low-income Black and
Latinx college students who successfully navigate educational institutions using
community-derived capital. This study contributes to the limited body of research on how
low-income Black and Latinx students leverage their assets to successfully navigate their
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precollege and college environments (Delgado Bernal, 2002; Holland, 2017; Yosso,
2005). The theoretical frameworks of CRT and CCW provided a research lens that
counters the deficit perspective of marginalized communities as places of disadvantage
and aims to understand participants’ experiences from an asset-based perspective
(Murillo et al., 2017; Welton & Martinez, 2013; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
Consistent with CRT’s tenet about the centrality of experiential knowledge, a
qualitative narrative inquiry approach was appropriate to understand the participants’
experiences and what their stories mean (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Narrative inquiry is
a process of gathering stories that give meaning to individuals’ lives, provide insight into
individuals’ lived experiences, and illuminate cultural and social differences
(Bhattacharya, 2017; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The researcher interviewed six lowincome Black and Latinx college students who participated in the Alternative Center
(pseudonym) college access program in New York City. Collecting narratives occurred
through individual semistructured interviews. Semistructured interviews were an ideal
approach for this study as their focus is to highlight the participants as experts (Larkin &
Thompson, 2012). Analyzing the collected data led to the emergence of five major
themes that aligned with how the participants accessed higher education and the CCW
they utilized: (a) early college aspirations, (b) academic preparation, (c) college
counseling and advising, (d) college choice and enrollment, and (e) early campus
connection.
This chapter presents answers to the guiding research questions with attention to
the existing literature reviewed in Chapter 2 and the theoretical frameworks to provide
context for the study’s major findings. There will be a discussion of implications derived
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from the findings presented in Chapter 4. With the research questions answered, Chapter
5 ends with the limitations of the study and recommendations for future practice and
research.
Summary of Findings
Study participants provided evidence of early college aspirations (aspirational
capital). Each student reported that their families made sure they knew college was not
only expected but possible (familial capital). Participants shared how their families
instilled values of hard work and resilience and provided support throughout their
academic experience. For each student, making their family’s sacrifices meaningful
proved instrumental to their success. Participants explained that their parents’ hard work
and sacrifice motivated them and served as a reminder of their strength to confront
obstacles, which reinforced their familial and resistant capital. Although family was a
source of inspiration and motivation, students also discussed a variety of barriers
associated with their families. Many participants were the first in their families to enter
college; thus, their families—and, most specifically, their parents—could not provide
information or guidance on navigating the postsecondary exploration, planning, or
application process.
Each student was high achieving, and the majority could access advanced
coursework in their schools and graduate academically prepared. Study participants,
however, were unable to access strong academic programs in their high-poverty, racially
segregated neighborhood high schools. Five out of six participants successfully navigated
a complex school choice process and gained admission to high-performing high schools
outside of their neighborhoods (navigational capital).
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Most study participants were grateful to their high school for providing access to
the advanced coursework necessary to graduate academically prepared for college; even
so, each participant faced challenges in accessing college knowledge and assistance from
their high schools. Participants experienced structural barriers, such as high school
counselors’ large caseloads and broad work responsibilities, and cultural barriers, such as
racial and class-based microaggressions. Although these barriers might have prohibited
students from actualizing their college goals, the participants were able to utilize their
social networks (social capital) to connect with a community-based organization to
support their college-going aspirations. Each student believed that participation in the
community-based Alternative Center’s college access program filled the college
preparatory information and assistance gaps left by their home and school environments.
All participants om this study attended selective 4–year institutions. They
considered many factors when deciding where to enroll, including family,
recommendations from their Alternative Center’s program college advisor, and college
environment, such as academic reputation and financial aid. Because all students in this
study required need-based financial aid to attend a college, their low-income status
strongly influenced their college enrollment decision. Colleges failed to provide enough
financial aid to meet student needs. As high-achieving students with strong academic
preparation, however, the participants utilized a community-based college access
program to support matriculation into selective 4-year colleges, and all but one student
avoided issues of college undermatching.
Lastly, participants did not experience significant academic and social adjustment
challenges in the transition from high school to college. Students benefited from
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institutional resources, such as first-year experience programming, academic advising,
and cultural student organizations. Supportive relationships with their peers were a
critical source of social capital in terms of providing information and helping to create a
sense of community. Strong peer connections also helped them navigate various aspects
of the college environment, ranging from academic to social challenges.
Implications for Theory
CRT was the theoretical perspective that guided this study. Racism is often
overlooked in the literature on college access; therefore, identifying how race and power
play a role within the college access literature and policy was significant to this study
(Harper et al., 2018; Mustaffa, 2017; Patton, 2016). Traditional college access models
perpetuate educational philosophies that low-income Black and Latinx students are at
risk, disengaged in the learning process, and least likely to academically succeed
(Jayakumar et al., 2013; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001; Vue et al., 2017). Engaging CRT as a
theoretical framework allowed low-income Black and Latinx first-year college students
to tell their counterstories while providing a framework to highlight how racism is a
component of the college entry process. Participants encountered racism through
institutional oppression apparent in the lack of access to advanced coursework in their
neighborhood schools, limited access to college information in their high schools,
inadequate financial aid, and hostile school climates in predominantly White schools. To
be successful, they needed to overcome these forms of institutional oppression.
Building on Solórzano and Yosso’s (2001) conceptualization of CRT in
education, Yosso (2005) introduced CCW. Traditional interpretations of social and
cultural capital primarily focus on external sources, such as how relationships with
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institutional agents impact student trajectories (Bensimon, 2020; McDonough, 2004;
Stanton-Salazar, 2011). CCW shifts the focus to the internal strength and agency
minoritized students possess and the strength of their community. The participants found
their experiences and perspectives validated, as they already possessed the CCW to
overcome the oppression exposed by CRT.

Results from this study show marginalized communities as culturally rich, which
empowers them to directly respond to their needs in light of larger structural inequities.
By employing the CRT and CCW models, this study suggests that future college access
researchers should employ asset-based models and not simply use the traditional college
frameworks perpetuating the narrative that only White and other advantaged students can
successfully navigate the college pathway (Cox, 2016; Holland, 2017; Jayakumar et al.,
2013; Welton & Martinez).
Relationship to Prior Research
Research Question 1
The first research question asked participants to reflect on the personal and
institutional factors that hindered or contributed to their ability to enter college and
persist. These findings reflect the stages students must navigate in the college pathway, as
discussed in Chapter 2, including readiness, enrollment, and persistence:
College Readiness. College readiness is defined as “a process to develop
postsecondary aspirations and expectations, gain awareness of one’s interests and
abilities, and receive support and information for college access and success” (SavitzRomer & Bouford, 2012, p. 99). The first major finding is that, similar to the overall
American student population, participants believed that postsecondary education was an
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option for their future (Dyce et al., 2013; Poynton & Lapan, 2017). The college
aspirations of these participants are important because deficit thinking shows
conventionally White knowledge and abilities as having the most worth in terms of social
mobility and success (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). The deficit model further places the
onus on students to adapt to an existing dominant college culture and effectively
alleviates educational institutions’ burden to ensure all students’ success (Bensimon,
2005, 2020; Patton & Museus, 2019). This study found that minoritized students have the
desire to reach their goals; as such, institutional agents should direct their attention to
making changes to the educational environments that prevent student success.
The second major finding is that participants’ pathways to access postsecondary
education began in the home environment. Family culture was a significant factor that
study participants believed empowered them to navigate structural forces and gain
admission to college. Thus, resembling other antideficit frameworks, like that of Harper
(2012) and Harper et al. (2018), this study’s findings indicate the importance of familial
networks in the lives and educational trajectories of minoritized college students. This
study aligns with previous research to show that, although parents of minoritized students
might not have graduated from college, they create a “culture of possibility” (Yosso,
2005, p. 78), transferring their hopes and dreams to their children to overcome real and
perceived barriers to achieve higher education. The college students’ experiences confirm
previous research that educational institutions and community-based college access
programs can more effectively serve students when viewing families from an asset-based
lens and embracing family members as partners (Bryan et al., 2020; Holcomb-McCoy,
2010; Sáenz et al., 2017).
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The third major finding is that most participants were able to access advanced
coursework in schools outside of their neighborhoods and graduate academically
prepared. Research shows that racially minoritized and low-income students have less
access to college preparatory curricula for postsecondary enrollment (Auerbach, 2004;
McCardle et al., 2018; Muskens et al., 2019). Participants felt their educational
experiences were better than what they believed they would experience in their
neighborhood schools. Study findings align with the research that schools segregated by
race and economic status lack the resources necessary for providing students with
adequate preparation for rigorous academic futures (Cohen, 2021; Ladd, 2017). The
findings of this study suggest that iinequitable systems of school finance cause
disproportionate harm to students who are racially minoritized and economically
disadvantaged (Kozol, 2005; Rebell, 2017).
The majority of participants took advantage of school choice initiatives and
attended high-performing high schools outside of their local community. The findings
align with existing research on the effect of school choice on academic achievement
(Granvik Saminathen et al., 2019; Pearman & Swain, 2017). However, school choice
efficacy depends on students’ ability to navigate their school options and gain admission
to higher-performing schools (Pearman & Swain, 2017). As Jonathan’s case illustrates, if
marginalized families lack the information and supports needed to identify, apply, and
enroll in better schools, the impacts of choice on inequality will be limited (Black &
Coca, 2017; Pearman & Swain, 2017). This study, therefore, suggests that school districts
with school choice intensive systems should provide additional information and
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assistance to low-income Black and Latinx students and families to navigate the high
school choice process, as they do with the college choice process.
The fourth major finding is that while most study participants possessed
aspirations and were able to access advanced coursework, their high school failed to
provide them with access to college knowledge to meet their college-going aspirations.
Access to college knowledge (such as where to apply, when to apply, and how to apply)
can introduce a broader range of postsecondary possibilities for high-achieving, lowincome students (Bryan et al., 2017; Conley, 2007; McDonough, 1997). Schools with
primarily low-income or high minoritized student populations are less likely to provide
adequate college counseling due to fewer counselors, higher caseloads, and other
counseling responsibilities (Bryan et al., 2017; McDonough, 1997, 2004). As a result,
many high school counselors simply do not have adequate time to spend with students,
which results in less trusting and effective relationships (Poynton & Lapan, 2017;
Stanton-Salazar, 2011). Counselor unavailability presented a challenge because many
marginalized students view the school counselor as a critical social agent in navigating
the college search process (Bryan et al., 2017; Stanton-Salazar, 2011).
Study findings confirm the research that high-poverty high schools do not have
the resources to provide individualized college information and assistance to students
(Bryan et al., 2016; McDonough, 2004; Welton & Martinez, 2013). Thus, school
counselors in high-poverty high schools turn to mass strategies, such as giving classroom
and grade-level presentations or distributing lists of activities for college-bound students
to complete rather than providing personalized and individual assistance (Goodman et al.,
2017; McDonough, 1997). This impersonal method limits the opportunity to transfer
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college knowledge to students navigating college options, which may lead to
undermatching (Bowman et al., 2018; Hoxby, 2009; Muskens et al., 2019).
College Enrollment. The fifth major finding is that most study participants
utilized their community social capital from the Alternative Center to enroll in selective
4-year colleges and avoid issues of undermatching. College undermatching occurs when
“students’ academic credentials permit them access to a college or university that is more
selective than the postsecondary alternative they actually choose” (Smith et al., 2013, p.
247). Studies have shown that undermatching leads to lower persistence and completion
rates (Hoxby, 2009; Muskens et al., 2019).
Dillon and Smith (2017) identified the lack of college-related information as the
most important predictor of postsecondary undermatch. Therefore, this study’s findings
align with the research highlighting the impact of individualized supports on increasing
the likelihood of high-achieving low-income students applying and enrolling in selective
colleges (Bryan et al., 2017; Castleman & Goodman, 2018; Hoxby & Turner, 2015). This
finding implies that high school counselors can help students acquire college knowledge,
especially if they supplement large-group college readiness programming with
individualized, in-depth connections (Bryan et al., 2017; McDonough, 2004). The
findings also suggest that schools should better leverage their partnerships with
community-based college access programs to fill any “structural holes” (Stanton-Salazar,
2011, p. 1095) students experience in their high schools.
Research shows that perfect college information, however, does not provide
complete protection against undermatching for racially and economically minoritized
students (Black et al., 2015; Ovink et al., 2018). Minoritized students’ college decision-
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making includes nonacademic factors, such as cost, opinions of peers and family, and
geographic location, which may lead to undermatching (Black et al., 2015; Muskens et
al., 2019). Study participants cited cost as the most critical factor in their college
enrollment decision. The literature suggests that low-income students often find their
college options limited due to financial constraints (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2016; Ovink et
al., 2018). Although five of the six participants enrolled in their first-choice college, they
faced various challenges affording college. For example, Sophia undermatched because
the school did not provide enough financial aid to cover the total cost of attendance.
Implications from this study show that low-income students could undermatch because
college costs pose a significant barrier as they select which institution to attend and
whether they can persist through completion (Muskens et al., 2019; Ovink et al., 2018).
Although low-income students pay less than their higher-income peers to attend selective
institutions, lower-income students put almost half their income toward college costs, a
percentage at least double that of middle- and high-income students (Baker et al., 2018;
Perna, 2000). Furthermore, when students do not receive enough financial aid and have to
work many hours to pay for living expenses and educational costs, they are less likely to
engage with the campus community and complete higher education (Means & Pyne,
2017; Tinto, 2017).
College Persistence. The last major finding was that most participants did not
experience significant academic and social adjustment challenges in their transition from
high school to college. Participants reported feeling connected and integrated into the
college community. Research suggests that a college student’s first year is vital to
persistence because most students who do not graduate drop out during their first year
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(Gibbons et al., 2019; Tinto, 1993, 2017). Tinto (2017) noted, “Developing a sense of
academic and social belonging early in the first year facilitates other forms of
engagement that enhance student learning in that year and persistence to completion in
the years that follow” (p. 4).
In general, participants said they were prepared for the academic rigor of college
and found the transition from high school to college-level classes manageable. Students
shared concerns about time management and study skills, which can negatively impact
their GPA (Garriott & Nisle, 2018). In response to these academic challenges, study
participants did not disengage. Instead, they increased their effort and adapted strategies
to ensure positive outcomes. The academic resources students found the most impactful
in their transition to the college classroom focused on tutoring, academic advisors, the
writing center, career development, time management, and study skills. This study’s
findings confirm research that K–12 academic preparation provides a strong foundation
for the academic demands of the first college semester and is a primary predictor of
college access and success (Conley, 2007; Hodara & Lewis, 2017).
Attendance at first-year experience programmatic efforts, intensive academic
advising, and cultural student organizations facilitated the participants’ adjustment to
their selective college academic and social life in multiple ways—for example, preparing
them for what to expect upon campus arrival; connecting them to staff, peers, and campus
resources; and cultivating a sense of belonging. First-year experiences are designed to
connect students with services, departments, or people on campus who could serve as
resources during their time in college (Garriott & Nisle, 2018). The availability of
institutional resources in the form of first-year programming had a positive effect on
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students’ transition to college and intent to persist. Thus, this study suggests that
postsecondary institutional policies and programs have a positive influence on student
success (Garriott & Nisle, 2018; Gibbons et al., 2019; Tinto, 2017). Researchers have
found student persistence success is fundamentally determined by experiences that shape
a student’s first year of college; thus, it is the institutions’ responsibility to coordinate and
implement first-year experience programs and services (Gibbons et al., 2019).
Lastly, in addition to finding support in institutional resources, participants looked
to their peers for support. Most students attended selective colleges and programs with
predominantly White student populations. Research on racially minoritized students has
shown common experiences, particularly at PWIs, where marginalized students report
social isolation, discrimination, microaggressions, segregation, racially hostile campus
climates, lack of belonging, and explicit and implicit racism among students and faculty
as barriers to college persistence (Hurtado et al., 2015; Sanchez, 2017; Yosso, 2005).
Only two participants acknowledged race and class issues in relation to the
climate of their respective postsecondary institutions. Canelo and Zawabi attended
predominantly White high schools where they experienced incidents of microaggressions
that could have increased their critical consciousness about race and class issues. These
students joined Black and Latinx student organizations and drew on their peers with
similar backgrounds to navigate the racial campus climate and gain tools for handling
racism and succeeding at a selective college. These findings align with previous research
that minoritized students benefit from counterspaces, including welcoming and
supportive environments, empowering knowledge and experiences, increased sense of
belonging, and improved persistence (Moragne-Patterson & Barnett, 2017; Sanchez,
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2017; Smith et al., 2016). The study’s findings also align with existing research showing
that peer support can be extremely helpful in minoritized students’ transition and provide
motivation to persist (Gibbons et al., 2019). Implications from this finding are that
although much of the research on low-income Black and Latinx students has focused on
the challenges related to the students themselves, education institutions are often the
source of students’ difficulties. Therefore, institutions must be held accountable for
transforming racist campus climates and providing welcoming environments that
cultivate feelings of belonging (Bensimon, 2005, 2020; Coopwood, 2017; Harper et al.,
2018; Mustaffa, 2017).
Research Question 2
The second research question investigated the support structures low-income
Black and Latinx college students used to mitigate the effects of cultural and structural
inequalities on their path to college. More specifically, it examined the relevance of
Yosso’s (2005) CCW in the success of low-income Black and Latinx college students in
their first year of college. Yosso’s model focuses on six forms of cultural wealth
consisting of aspirational, familial, linguistic, navigational, social, and resistant capital.
CCW comprises the talents, strengths, and assets marginalized students bring from their
homes and communities to their educational environment.
Consistent with the literature, study participants drew upon vast amounts of
community cultural wealth to navigate dominant institutions (Liou et al., 2009; Murillo et
al., 2017). The interview data showed that students used every form of capital except
linguistic capital to navigate the college pathway. Thus, the findings suggest that not all
types of CCW were equally relevant to student success. Student narratives also indicated
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how capitals intersected in each student’s journey. According to Yosso (2005), “These
various forms of capital are not mutually exclusive or static, but rather are dynamic
processes that build on one another” (p. 77).
Study results found an overlap between aspirational and familial capital,
navigational and social capital, and resistant and familial capital. Student narratives
indicated that aspirational capital, students’ hopes and dreams, developed within familial
capital. Navigational capital was the product of social networks, also recognized as social
capital. The participants depended on the resistance capital cultivated by their families to
face microaggressions, stereotypes, and other forms of oppression. Lastly, linguistic
capital appeared the least frequently in student narratives. Threaded throughout all
interviews was the significance of the participants’ relationships with peers, college
access program, and family members (social capital). These networks provided
participants with the motivation, support, exposure, and navigational strategies to
succeed. The findings of this study corroborated Yosso’s (2005) notion of social capital,
which includes social networks and extended family who provide emotional support.
Thus, the intersectionality of CCW found in this study aligned with the findings of prior
researchers, providing further evidence that CCW elements are interrelated, overlapping,
and fluid and do not usually standalone (Duran & Pérez, 2019; Huber, 2009; Pérez,
2017).
Aspirational Capital and Familial Capital. Yosso (2005) defined aspirational
capital as “the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even in the face of real
and perceived barriers” (p. 77). Each of the students in this study had high career
aspirations and expectations of attending college, even though the vast majority of the
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people in their families and communities did not attend college. Heavily influencing their
aspirations was familial capital, which refers to the “cultural knowledges” cultivated
among kinship networks (Yosso, 2005, p. 79). Participants described their families as a
source of motivation and inspiration for continuing higher education, despite the
challenges and roadblocks they faced. For most students, family was a source of strength,
encouragement, and motivation.
Navigational Capital and Social Capital. Navigational capital is the ability of
marginalized students to maneuver hostile or unwelcoming institutional structures not
designed with communities of color in mind (Yosso, 2005). Each participant applied
navigational capital to understand an institution’s structure and access its resources.
Students encountered numerous barriers in the application and entry process to higher
education due to being low-income and first-generation and navigating the process
without college knowledge from their home and school environments. With each set of
challenges, participants’ demonstrated navigational capital in activating their social
networks and community resources to obtain the information and assistance to navigate
the college application, enrollment, and transition processes (social capital).
Social capital refers to networks of people and community resources as sources of
instrumental and social support (Yosso, 2005). Participants explained how their high
schools played a critical role in academically preparing them, but institutional agents at
their school (school counselors, teachers) had a limited role in helping them navigate the
college admissions process (Bryan et al., 2017; McDonough, 2004; Stanton-Salazar,
2011). The participants’ knowledge and use of college resources, such as meeting with
student organizations and academic tutoring services, also reflected how well they could
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navigate their college environment. These resources contribute to students’ sense of
agency as they navigate into and through the complicated and often exclusionary
structures of higher education.
Familial Capital and Resistant Capital. Resistant capital refers to the skills and
knowledge emerging from oppositional behavior that challenges inequality (Yosso,
2005). Students leveraged powerful sources of social capital embedded in peer networks
and aspirational capital from family, peers, faculty, and cultural organizations to develop
strong resistant capital. Students shared numerous examples of resistance through their
stories. Participants resisted common stereotypes, including a lack of intelligence and
motivation, demonstrating that, despite their status as low income or Latinx, they are not
passive. Instead, they are actively engaged in resisting negative stereotypes of themselves
and their communities. Being successful in college and overcoming stereotypes in the
process provided motivation. Challenging deficit perspectives was a guiding principle in
this research. In their narratives, the participants showed that facing and opposing
inequality made them rich in resistant capital.
Linguistic Capital. Yosso (2005) defined linguistic capital as the various
language and communication skills students bring to an educational environment from
their home culture. Although participants were bilingual and grew up in homes where
their parents spoke other languages, such as Spanish, Haitian Creole, or Wolof, English
had become their dominant language. Thus, linguistic capital, which comes from the
power of speaking more than one language, was not very apparent in the participants’
college pathway. Future research examining linguistic capital among a larger sampling of
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bilingual high-achieving Black and Latinx students could provide a better understanding
of the role linguistic capital plays in students’ college trajectory.
Overall, the findings for this research question suggest that low-income, racially
minoritized students and their families possess their own forms of capital related to their
college trajectories. This study’s findings also show that marginalized communities are
culturally rich and able to directly respond to their needs in light of larger structural
inequities. The implication of this finding is that, as a result of the accumulation of
cultural wealth, low-income Black and Latinx students have the ability to enter and
persist in higher education if provided with the appropriate support to navigate their
educational environment. The results, therefore, suggest that educational institutions have
the responsibility to provide support and create school environments that respond to
minoritized students’ needs and improve their success (Harper et al., 2018; Jayakumar et
al., 2013; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Mustaffa, 2017; Welton & Martinez, 2013).
Research Question 3
The third research question aimed to learn directly from racially and economically
minoritized students how educational institutions can better support their college access
and persistence. Centering the voices and experiences of the commonly unheard or
marginalized populations within education is a central CRT tenet (Solórzano & Yosso,
2001). Only half of the participants directly responded to this question and focused their
recommendations on their high school experience.
Hire More School Counselors. The four participants who attended high-poverty
high schools experienced school counselor staffing shortages. Jonathan suggested that it
was the high school’s responsibility to hire more school counselors to support students
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with the college application process. As discussed in response to the first research
question, school counselors are critical in providing students with the essential
information to navigate the college-going process (Bryan et al., 2017; Goodman et al.,
2017). Yet, many low-income students attend schools with insufficient access to
counselors, further threatening their ability to become college-ready. According to Velez
(2016), high school seniors who engage one-on-one with a school counselor are 6.8 times
more likely to complete the FAFSA, 3.2 times more likely to attend college, and two
times more likely to attend a college with a bachelor’s degree program. The participants’
experiences align with McDonough’s (2004) argument that school counselors are the
most critical school-based professionals for improving college-going rates.
Expand Dual Enrollment Programs. Two participants, Elizabeth and Sophia,
attended the same early college high school, which allowed them to graduate with an
associate’s degree from CUNY while still enrolled in high school. Findings from this
study provide evidence of the positive effects of early college high schools, one type of
dual enrollment program, on preparing minoritized students for college-level classes and
helping them successfully transition from high school to college. Sophia suggested that
legislators expand dual enrollment opportunities that support students to graduate
academically ready for college-level coursework and reduce college costs. Studies show
that dual enrollment programs can provide students with academic preparation and
college knowledge by allowing them to take college-level coursework through a 2- or 4year college at no cost while still enrolled in high school (Conley, 2007; Duncheon,
2020). Studies have also found that students who participate in dual enrollment programs
are more likely to graduate from high school, enroll in college, and earn a college degree
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than their peers (Duncheon, 2020; Song et al., 2021). Lastly, according to Song et al.
(2021), dual enrollment can also provide a financial incentive for students to reduce
future college costs while decreasing the time it takes to earn their degree.
Require Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Training for All Educators.
Canelo’s and Zawabi’s experiences at their predominantly White high schools align with
the research on the persisting challenges faced by low-income Black and Latinx students
who, despite attending well-resourced schools, often find their college opportunities
significantly limited by racist stereotypes, microaggressions, tracking, and the lack of
cultural relevance within their school (Harper et al., 2018; Jayakumar et al., 2013).
Zawabi suggested requiring professional development on diversity, equity, and inclusion
for all educators, especially White educators, to counter the biases and microaggressions
she experienced at her high school. Studies show that equipping educators with cultural
competency skills can reduce discrimination, stereotypes, microaggressions, and
unconscious bias and cultivate culturally responsive school environments (Conner &
Walker, 2017; Farmer-Hinton, 2008; Holland, 2017).
Limitations of the Study
In addition to the known limitations described in Chapter 3, additional limitations
arose during the data collection and analysis processes. The primary limitations center
around the constraints on generalizability. This qualitative narrative inquiry involved
using the critical race framework to explore a small group of first-year Black and Latinx
students participating in a community-based program in New York City and successfully
accessing higher education. It is not possible to generalize the findings to the experiences
of all low-income Black and Latinx students. Recruiting high-achieving students from
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one community-based program could also be a limitation due to sampling bias, as
students outside of the Alternative Center might frame aspects of their success
differently. Another limitation related to participant selection is that students were in their
first semester of college attendance; as such, this was a reflection study rather than a
longitudinal study, as it did not follow students to and through college. Due to the
growing national pressure to close college completion gaps for minoritized students, a
longitudinal study would be a way to capture participants’ experiences with the use of
CCW during their college completion journey.
Additionally, data collection occurred in the middle of a global health and
economic crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic closed New York City schools from March
2020 to September 2020. When schools reopened, families had to choose for their
students to continue to learn remotely (i.e., learn from home 5 days a week) or in a hybrid
model (i.e., learn from home 2 or 3 days a week). Most participants were fully remote
from March 2020 to June 2021 (late junior year and all of senior year). Participants
completed key college admissions tasks remotely that had traditionally occurred in
person, such as attending college fairs and visiting colleges virtually. Although the
participants’ unique perspectives contributed to this body of research and provided an
opportunity to share their voices, the school closures and other pandemic-related
uncertainties necessitate caution when attempting to generalize the findings to future
students. Researchers should explore the impact of COVID-19 on college enrollment and
attainment for minoritized students. Even so, the student counterstories were valuable and
added to the qualitative research highlighting educational successes among historically
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underrepresented students, which validates their stories and the strength of their
narratives.
Lastly, the researcher’s experiences as a low-income Black and Latinx graduate of
the New York City public school system and a current school district administrator could
have influenced the interpretation of the findings (Bourke, 2014; Milner, 2007). To limit
research bias, however, all interviews underwent member checking. Furthermore, biases
that arose during data analysis were noted, with research questions directly referenced as
best as possible.
Recommendations for Policy and Practice
The purpose of this qualitative narrative inquiry was to explore the structural and
cultural barriers that low-income Black and Latinx students face to accessing higher
education and the personal assets that contribute to the students’ enrollment and
persistence (Bryan et al., 2020; Garrison & Gardner, 2012; Holland, 2017; Yosso, 2005).
Analyzing the data from six student interviews produced the following recommendations.
Due to the qualitative nature of this study, the findings cannot be generalized. Still, the
information could provide K–12 and higher education policymakers, practitioners, and
researchers with useful insight for designing college access policies, programs, and
initiatives that produce equitable outcomes for all students.
Equitable Access to High School Preparation for Postsecondary Options. The
finding that most participants graduated academically prepared by accessing advanced
coursework in schools outside of their neighborhoods suggests the need for policies and
practices that remove barriers to advanced coursework for all students. Further supporting
this recommendation is that most participants described feeling well-prepared for the
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rigor of university coursework and found that the transition from high school to collegelevel classes was manageable. Study findings align with Adelman’s (2006) seminal
research on high school curriculum and college completion, which showed “the academic
intensity of the student’s high school curriculum still counts more than anything else in
precollegiate history in providing momentum toward completing a bachelor’s degree” (p.
xviii).
Research shows that schools with predominantly marginalized students are less
likely to offer advanced courses than schools with primarily White, affluent student
populations (Auerbach, 2004; Darling-Hammond, 2007; Muskens et al., 2019). To ensure
the fair representation of these historically excluded students in advanced coursework,
such as AP, IB, and dual enrollment, states should provide additional funding to expand
the enrollment and support the performance of minoritized students in advanced courses
and programs. State leaders should secure federal ESSA money to expand grant funding
to additional districts. These actions would ensure more students have access to advanced
coursework in their neighbored schools and graduate academically prepared for the rigors
of college coursework.
Policymakers and educators should also aim to reduce inequalities in college
knowledge and information. Study findings support the research showing that lowincome Black and Latinx students are underserved by their high school counselors (Bryan
et al., 2017; Farmer-Hinton, 2008b). Access to college knowledge is critically important
for students as they prepare to apply to college, yet minoritized students have few experts
to turn to for information and assistance. For most students, school counselors were the
sole staff member responsible for imparting college knowledge and information, and due

146

to resource constraints, these activities took place in large-group settings. Schools should
adopt schoolwide college readiness initiatives that include the entire school staff. Next,
schools should facilitate expanding the students’ social network to include other
institutional agents without overburdening school counselors. District and school
administrators should also better leverage community partners to facilitate the
development of much stronger social networks that provide individual connections for
their students. Lastly, federal policymakers should expand funding for college access
programs such as the College Access Grant, which provides funding for states to support
the college knowledge component of college readiness policies specifically for lowincome students (Cahalan et al., 2020).
Make College More Affordable for Low-Income Students to Remove
Financial Barriers to College Access and Success. Study findings showed that college
costs and financial aid were the most critical factors in participants’ enrollment decisions.
Aware of the financial hardship postsecondary education could put on their family, each
participant decided to attend the institution with the lowest tuition and student loan costs.
One student undermatched because her first-choice college did not meet the total cost of
attendance. While high-income students spend the equivalent of 14% of their family’s
annual income, low-income students must finance 157% of their family’s annual income
to pay for 1 year at a 4-year college (Poutre & Voight, 2018). As a result, low-income
students often take out student loans, work long hours, or attend college part-time, which
leads to disparities in college completion rates between low-income and higher-income
students (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2016; Ovink et al., 2018).
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To help close completion gaps, federal policymakers should dramatically increase
need-based financial aid, such as Pell Grant awards, and make college more affordable
for low-income students. State policymakers should increase appropriations to public
institutions that serve a large portion of underrepresented students to ensure they meet the
full cost of attendance and eliminate unmet financial needs. Higher education institutions
should allocate institutional aid based on students’ income instead of GPA, standardized
test scores, and high school ranking to make college more affordable and increase
attainment for low-income students.
Bolster Institutional Supports, Including Fostering Inclusivity and
Belonging. As higher education institutions attempt to diversify and expand the
undergraduate college student population, they should increase the academic resources
and support services for minoritized students. As this study showed, academic advising,
co-curricular opportunities, and comprehensive social support structures can help lowincome Black and Latinx students feel welcome and able to succeed academically,
socially, and emotionally. First-year experience program offerings aided study
participants’ transition to college and facilitated social adjustment in multiple ways—for
example, preparing them for what to expect upon campus arrival and connecting them
with staff, peers, and campus resources. Research shows that the positive impacts from
these first-year experiences increase the likelihood of student retention and persistence.
Lastly, participants’ experiences with hostile campus climates in their secondary
and postsecondary institutions confirmed the importance of the educational environment
encouraging student success. Higher education institutions should create transition
programs that uniquely speak to the needs of their diverse student population, providing
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the academic and social supports that racially and economically minoritized students
need to thrive in college. Study participants benefited from student cultural organizations
that incorporated a connection to their racial identities and helped develop their sense of
belonging. Higher education institutions should prioritize creating space for multicultural
programs, including co-curricular programs such as student clubs and organizations, that
reflect students’ cultural backgrounds, help reduce feelings of isolation, and provide a
sense of meaning and validation (Moragne-Patterson & Barnett, 2017; Sanchez, 2017;
Smith et al., 2016).
Students must feel valued, have access to support services, and have faculty and
staff who expect them to succeed. Therefore, educational institutions should require all
faculty, staff, and administrators to participate in ongoing training on cultivating
inclusive and equitable school environments that affirm their studentss cultural identities
and contribute to the success and well-being of low-income Black and Latinx students
(Harper et al., 2018; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Malcolm-Piqueux, 2017; Squire et al., 2018).
With such training, educators will be better prepared to serve minoritized students.
Equipping educators with cultural competency skills also has the potential to reduce
forms of discrimination, stereotypes, and microaggressions. Even though the educational
leaders and institutions are not solely responsible for a student’s decision to stay or leave
a college, they can play a major role in influencing students’ decision to persist through
their interactions with the student and the programs they implement (Bensimon, 2020;
Means & Pyne, 2017; Tinto, 2017).
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Recommendations for Future Research
The study’s findings indicate that the participants, who are low-income Black and
Latinx first-year college students, possess unique experiences and needs allowing them to
accrue significant cultural wealth from support systems to overcome the barriers they
encounter. However, the systemic deficit thinking prevalent in educational institutions
often means these students’ strengths and abilities go unrecognized. Students develop and
accumulate these assets not through formal education but through their lived experiences.
Cox (2016) found most traditional and dominant college access frameworks inadequate
because they do not address structural barriers and suggest that students’ deficiencies will
create disappointing outcomes (Gaxiola Serrano, 2017; Valencia & Black, 2002). Future
research should not focus on what minoritized students seem to be lacking when they
arrive on college campuses; instead, researchers should explore how low completion is
not due to a lack of effort but an inequitable education system. It is increasingly
important that future research addresses the complexity of developing effective
programming and instructional practices to meet the needs of marginalized students and
build on the assets they bring to educational settings (Liou et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2016;
Welton & Martinez, 2013).
Lastly, additional areas for potential research emerged from this study. An
unexamined aspect was the experience of students who did not enroll in college
following their graduation from high school. These students could face additional barriers
not yet identified because researchers predominantly focus on students who matriculated
to college. A future comparative study of students who did not matriculate could indicate
differences in how students deploy CCW factors in their journey to higher education. A
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second aspect not examined in this study is the experiences beyond the first semester in
college; a longitudinal study would follow program participants from start to finish and
capture their experiences during the college completion journey. Continued investigations
of this student population could also help determine whether students’ cultural capital
remains the same before and after college.
Conclusion
This study extends the nascent literature identifying educational practices that
affirm, validate, and leverage the cultural capital proven to improve student success
outcomes (Jayakumar et al., 2013; Liou et al., 2009; Welton & Martinez, 2013). With
increasing numbers of marginalized students enrolling in higher education, there must be
a focus on strategies employed to support them to succeed rather than the characteristics
embodied as challenges. Federal, state, and educational institution leaders have the power
and responsibility to increase college access and promote completion to equitably serve
students historically left out of the U.S. educational system. Stakeholders should
prioritize combating rather than perpetuating these inequities and do their part to address
larger social injustices (Bensimon, 2020; Harper et al., 2018; Malcolm-Piqueux, 2017;
Squire et al., 2018).
Racial inequalities jeopardize the nation’s ability to produce college graduates and
secure the U.S. position in a global economy (Baker et al., 2018; Carnevale et al., 2018;
Chetty et al., 2017; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2016). Unfortunately, despite the espoused
values of equity, inclusion, and diversity in higher education, the reality is the
postsecondary system plays a significant role in expanding the economic inequality for
low-income Black and Latinx students (Bowman & Culver, 2018; Carnevale et al., 2020;
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Chetty et al., 2017). Studies have shown that increasing attainment for minoritized
students and equalizing earnings would provide public benefits of $3.43 trillion
(Carnevale et al., 2021). It is, therefore, more important than ever that educational
leaders, policymakers, and practitioners advance an agenda for higher education
accountability and stop perpetuating the oppressive systems and practices that prevent
low-income Black and Latinx students from reaching their aspirations to achieve the
American Dream of economic and social mobility.
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APPENDIX A: PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM

Purpose of the Study
You are invited to participate in a research study to explore how low-income Black and
Latinx students overcome barriers and successfully navigate the college pipeline. This
study also explores how educational institutions can better prepare traditionally
underrepresented students for success in higher education.
Procedures and Time Involvement
This research is being conducted by Sugeni Pérez-Sadler through The School of
Education at St. John’s University as part of her doctoral dissertation. Her faculty sponsor
is Dr. Anthony Annunziato of the Department of Administrative and Instructional
Leadership, School of Education, St John’s University. You will be asked to be
interviewed and respond to questions regarding how your experiences with your family,
high school, and college experience. You will also be asked to discuss challenges,
relationships, resources, and experiences and how they impacted your college pathway.
Your participation in this study will involve one virtual interview over the Zoom
video conferencing platform, which will take 60-80 minutes. This time includes a brief
discussion before the interview, completion of a brief background questionnaire, and the
interview itself. I will request your permission to video-record the interview. If you do
not wish to be recorded, I will take handwritten notes.
Confidentiality
To ensure confidentiality, pseudonyms will be used in transcripts. Only I will have access
to files. No specific references will be made in oral or written reports that could link
individual participants to the study. If you grant me permission to record the interview, I
will transcribe and store the recorded interview and accompanying transcripts in my
password-protected cloud storage folder to which only I will have access.
Risks
This study reflects risks comparable to those any student might experience when asked to
reflect and discuss challenges and future hopes and dreams. While some participants
might find sharing such personal experiences stressful, they may also find it beneficial to
reflect on positive relationships with family and peers and how their personal strength has
helped them navigate obstacles.

Benefits
We hope that this research will benefit society by furthering knowledge that can be
helpful to students, families, teachers and administrators on how to better prepare and
support low-income Black and Latinx students to enter and succeed in higher education.
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Payment
There will be no payment or reimbursement for your participation in this study.
Participant Rights
Your participation in this study is voluntary, and as such, you may refuse to participate,
choose not to respond to particular interview questions, or withdraw from study
participation at any time without any penalties. If you allow me to video-record the
interview, you may ask me to stop video-recording at any time during the virtual
interview. You may also inform me if anything you have said should be kept off the
record.
Contact and Questions
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study. For further
information about the study, contact Sugeni Pérez-Sadler at
sugeni.perezsadler18@stjohns.edu and/or faculty advisor Dr. Anthony Annunziato at
annunzia@stjohns.edu. If you have any questions regarding IRB approval for this study
and your rights as a research participant, contact Dr. Marie Nitopi, IRB and Women in
Science Coordinator, at nitopim@stjohns.edu.
Statement of Consent
I have read this form, and I am aware that I am being asked to participate in a research
study. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them answered to my
satisfaction. I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form. I have also received
a copy of this informed consent for my records. My signature means that I agree to be
interviewed and participate in this study.
 The researcher has my permission to video-record me as part of my participation in
this study.
 The researcher does not have my permission to video-record me as part of my
participation in this study.
Participant’s signature: ________________________________
Date: ____/____/____
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
I want to thank you for taking time to talk to me today. Before we begin, I would like to
go over the Informed Consent Form with you so that you know your rights (Read
Informed Consent and obtain signature). I am going to ask you questions about your life
experiences, you don’t have to answer any questions if you don’t want to, but it’s helpful
for my study if you try to answer as many questions as possible. Answers will be
confidential and anonymous. Is it okay if I video-record this interview? If not, I will take
handwritten notes.
Introductory Questions
1. What pseudonym/alias would you like to use for this study?
2. Tell me about yourself, tell me about your family and where you are from.
3. Did you always know you wanted to go to college? How did you know? What made
you believe that you could achieve your college dreams?
Journey to college
4. Tell me about your high school. What experiences in high school impacted you the
most? Please describe in what way.
5. What were some of the ways your high school helped you get into college?
a. Who did you go to for information about college?
6. What aspects of your high school were not effective in reaching your educational
goals?
a. Did you ever experience any challenges, injustices, or inequalities while in
high school? If so, can you please describe?
b. What recommendations would you make to your high school to better
support low-income, first-generation Black and Latinx students?
Transition to College
7. Describe your first impressions of college.
8. How would you describe your overall college experience to this point?
9. How would you change your college experience if you could?
a. Have you experienced any challenges, injustices, or inequalities while in
college? If so, can you please describe?
b. What recommendations would you make to your college to better support
low-income, first-generation Black and Latinx students?
Concluding Questions
10. What aspects of your home life or culture have you used to succeed? How do you
draw on your community as a source of strength? Please describe
a. Who inspires you to succeed? In what ways does your community (e.g.,
family, friends, peers, etc.) help you to overcome challenges?
b. Looking back at your educational journey, what are you most proud of?
11. Do you have anything else that you would like to share with me?
Thank you so much for spending time with me today!
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APPENDIX C: PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE

This information is being collected as part of a research study on how low-income Black
and Latinx students overcome barriers and successfully navigate the college pipeline.
These data will remain anonymous and will not be used to identify you or any of your
interview responses. For any questions regarding your participation in this research, you
can contact the researcher, St. John’s University doctoral student Sugeni Pérez-Sadler at
sugeni.perezsadler18@stjohns.edu and/or faculty advisor Dr. Anthony Annunziato at
annunzia@stjohns.edu. If you have any questions regarding IRB approval for this study
and your rights as a research participant, contact Dr. Marie Nitopi, IRB and Women in
Science Coordinator, at nitopim@stjohns.edu.
Participant’s Pseudonym/Alias:
_________________________________________________________________
Race/Ethnicity: (select all that apply)
American Indian/Alaska Asian Black or African American Indigenous Native
Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander Hispanic/Latinx White
I do not wish to identify  other: _____________________________________
Please indicate your gender: Man Non-Binary Transgender Woman
I do not wish to identify  other: ______________________________________
Please indicate your sexual orientation: Bisexual Gay Heterosexual Lesbian
Queer I do not wish to identify  other: _______________________
As of today, how old are you (in years): ________________________________
Name(s) of the high school you attended: ______________________________
Name(s) of current or most recent college attended:
__________________________________________________________________
What language(s) do you speak at home? ______________________________
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What is your father’s highest level of education?
Did not finish high school Graduated from high school Attended some college but
did not complete degree/certificate Earned a postsecondary certificate/vocational
training after HS Earned an associate’s degree Earned a bachelor’s degree Earned a
graduate degree  Do not know/I do not wish to answer
What is your mother’s highest level of education?
Did not finish high school Graduated from high school Attended some college but
did not complete degree/certificate Earned a postsecondary certificate/vocational
training after HS Earned an associate’s degree Earned a bachelor’s degree Earned a
graduate degree  Do not know/I do not wish to answer
Were your parents born in the United States?
Yes No. If no, please list country: ____________________________________
 Do not know/I do not wish to answer
Have you ever participated in any college preparatory programs, clubs, groups, or
programs?
Yes No If yes, please list
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________
Best way to contact you: __________________________________________________
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